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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION 
RESONANT TEXTS: SOUND, NOISE, AND TECHNOLOGY 
IN MODERN LITERATURE 
“Resonant Texts” draws from literary criticism, history, biography, media theory, and 
the history of technology to examine representations of sound and acts of listening in 
modern experimental fiction and drama. I argue that sound recording technology, invented 
in the late 19th century, equipped 20th century authors including James Joyce, Virginia 
Woolf, Ralph Ellison, and Samuel Beckett with new resources for depicting human 
consciousness and experience. The works in my study feature what I call “close listening,” a 
technique initially made possible by the phonograph, which forced listeners to focus 
exclusively on what they heard without the presence of an accompanying image. My study 
examines the literary modernists’ acute attention to the auditory in their goal to accurately 
represent the reality of the subjective, perceiving self in increasingly urban, technologically 
advanced environments. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
In 1877, Thomas Edison became the first person to record and replay sound 
successfully. Shortly after his invention of the phonograph, an article in The New York Times 
hailed the device as an inevitable replacement for print media: “Why should we print a 
speech when it can be bottled, and why should we learn to read when, if some skillful 
elocutionist merely repeats one of George Eliot’s novels aloud in the presence of a 
phonograph, we can subsequently listen to it without taking the slightest trouble?”1 Edison, 
too, predicted that his machine would drastically change the way information was stored and 
disseminated; he claimed that recorded books “would be listened to where now none are 
read” (35). The phonograph quickly became an object of public fascination—with wide, 
international appeal.  
The phonograph was, of course, just one machine among many others in an 
increasingly mechanical and, indeed, loud 20th century. As Emily Thompson explains, “[t]o 
those who lived through [the] transformation [from traditional sounds to machine sounds], 
the change was dramatic and deeply felt. Some were energized, others enervated; all felt 
challenged to respond to the modern soundscape in which they now lived” (116 – 7). In 
other words, to live in the modern world, one had to contend with its noise. Italian Futurist 
Luigi Russolo is one of the first artists to embrace publicly the noise of machines and what 
would come to be known as information technology. In 1913, he declared that composers 
such as Beethoven and Wagner represented the music of a previous age who should be 
replaced by composers who would write the “music” of modern noise: “Now we have had 
enough of them, and we delight much more in combining in our thoughts the noises of trams, of automobile 
1 He continues: “Instead of libraries filled with combustible books, we shall have vast storehouses 
of bottled authors, and though students in college may be required to learn the use of books, just 
as they now learn the dead languages, they will not be expected to make any practical use of the 
study” (“The Phonograph” 39). 
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engines, of carriages and brawling crowds, than in hearing again the ‘Eroica’ or the ‘Pastorale’” (25). 
American expatriate poet Ezra Pound echoed Russolo’s sentiment in 1927: “Machines are 
now a part of life, it is proper that men should feel something about them; there would be 
something weak about art if it couldn’t deal with this new content” (53). In this study, I look 
at specific ways that modernist experimental British, Irish, and American writers sought to 
address such machines. I argue that technological innovations in sound and media storage 
around the turn of the twentieth century contributed to the “crisis of representation” 
associated with writers of modern literature, that such innovations encouraged writers to 
experiment with the representation of sound and voice on the page, and that they inform 
many modern writers’ richly complex literary techniques. 
The ear becomes central to sensory experience in twentieth century art. Curiously, 
despite critical interventions by scholars such as Melba Cuddy-Keane and Daniel Albright, 
the literary critical engagement with modernism remains oriented around the eye. “Resonant 
Texts: Sound, Noise, and Technology in Modern Literature” places the auditory at the very 
heart of literary modernism and its multisensory apprehension of the self in relation to the 
world. Devices such as early phonograph tubes offered access to privately heard, seemingly 
unmediated voices similar to the stream-of-consciousness narrative voice in many 
experimental modernist texts. Drawing on critical analyses of literature, aural media theory, 
and the history of technology, I argue that innovations in sound recording technology 
equipped literary modernists with new resources for depicting the self. As such, they helped 
modern authors address a distinctly felt crisis of representation in the twentieth century. For 
the authors in my study, sound recording technology and the close listening it inspired 
offered new ways to make the printed page speak up in a century where its silence made it 
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seem old-fashioned in contrast to new media such as the phonograph, tape machine, radio, 
and film.  
The interdisciplinary field of sound and literature studies is an underrepresented, 
though increasingly important, field of critical inquiry. The last thirteen years, which have 
seen studies such as Daniel Albright’s Beckett and Aesthetics, Alexander Weheliye’s 
Phonographies: Grooves in Sonic Afro-Modernity, and Joshua Epstein’s Sublime Noise: Musical Culture 
and the Modernist Writer, have been especially promising. Yet, as Michele Hilmes candidly 
points out in a review of two groundbreaking sound studies texts, 2 “the study of sound, 
hailed as an ‘emerging field’ for the last hundred years, exhibits a strong tendency to remain 
that way, always emerging, never emerged” (249). Hilmes writes that what makes these new 
critical works “perhaps unprecedented” is the authors’ objective “to redefine [sound studies] 
less as the study of sound itself, or as practices of orality within a particular industry or field, 
than of the cultural contexts out of which sound media emerged and which they in turn 
work to create: sound culture” (249). In studies of literary modernism, especially, studies of 
sound culture as such are few. My dissertation is one of the first full-length studies to analyze 
the cross-cultural, international figuration of sound recording technology in modernist 
literature. My arguments complicate the prevailing judgment that modernists such as James 
Joyce and Virginia Woolf exhibited deep anxieties about modern technologies by 
demonstrating that such technologies constituted an indispensable element of the modernist 
project to represent unmediated consciousness. 
“Resonant Texts” focuses on a selection of modern novels and drama, reading or 
“listening” to the narratives and examining some of the ways in which they represent sound 
2 Both texts appear in this study: Emily Thompson’s The Soundscape of Modernity: Architectural 
Acoustics and the Culture of Listening in America, 1900 – 1933 and Jonathan Sterne’s The 
Audible Past: Cultural Origins of Sound Reproduction. 
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and/or illustrate the influence of sounding media. 3 The primary texts under analysis in my 
study span from 1922 to 1980. All of the works included are what I call “resonant texts.”4 
These texts include particularly vivid modern soundscapes; they feature unprecedented 
patterns of listening, or they incorporate sound recording technologies as an indispensable 
element of their narratives. 
In my first chapter, “Audible Dublin: Sounding Machines and Listening in Ulysses,” I 
show that the world of Joyce’s Ulysses (1922) is poised between a culture accustomed to 
reading sound visually on the page and a culture accustomed to listening to sounds from 
audio recordings, reflecting a new valorization of listening as an acute sensory perception. 
Joyce’s preoccupation with sound and noise illustrates his use of the pen as a surrogate 
phonograph needle amplifying everything that could be made to sound. From Bloom’s 
“gramophone in every grave” in “Hades” through the ubiquitous sound of the printing press 
in “Aeolus,” to the recurring gramophone in “Circe,” Joyce made narrative use of 
phonographs and their cultural associations. Read in the context of a culture that associated 
sound technology with the resurrection of the dead, the mythic structure of Ulysses takes on 
even greater significance. For both Bloom and Stephen, mechanical instruments serve as 
séance devices that erase distinctions between the past (the dead) and present (the living).  
 In Chapter Two, “Outside In, Inside Out: Mrs. Dalloway, London Soundscapes, and 
Early Phonograph Listening Techniques,” I contend that Virginia Woolf’s writing of sound 
in Mrs. Dalloway (1925) is one of the novel’s most innovative features. Tracing the way 
Woolf’s Londoners process aural information to turn-of-the-century phonograph listening 
techniques, I argue that her characters function as sonic receptors that process public sounds 
3 Such as the phonograph, radio, and tape. 
4 In other words, all of the texts in my study feature sounding environments in innovative ways, 
illustrate the influence of sound technology listening techniques, and/or elevate noisy machines to 
the status of characters. 
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privately through the internal noise of consciousness. The ways characters respond to aural 
events is directly connected to the novel’s indeterminate narration, which never privileges 
one character’s perspective over that of another. True to her aims stated in “Modern 
Fiction,” Woolf fashions the implied author of Mrs. Dalloway as a sort of impartial recording 
device that picks up on the most sensitive thoughts of her characters. The author, Woolf 
suggests, simply presents what was said and what was thought, offering no mediation of 
those details. 
In my third chapter, “Inaudible Man: Jazz, Phonography and the Mechanics of 
Listening in Invisible Man,” I argue that the narrator’s journey in Ralph Ellison’s novel Invisible 
Man (1952) involves learning how to decode the rhetorical noise African Americans must 
make in order to thrive in both the Jim Crow South and the North. In Shadow and Act, 
Ellison writes that “American Negro life . . . is, for the Negro who must live it, not only a 
burden (and not always that) but also a discipline.” Using Ellison’s reference to the Louis 
Armstrong song “(What Did I Do to Be So) Black and Blue” as an anchoring metaphor, I 
argue that, for the narrator in Invisible Man, part of this discipline involves learning to listen 
beyond what I call the interference noise of ideological groups who would use him as a 
mouthpiece. Only then may he claim his own acoustic space in the cacophonous soundscape 
of Harlem. 
My final chapter, “The Close of a Long Day: Hybrid Humanity in Beckett’s Short 
Plays,” examines how Samuel Beckett’s late dramas represent people so dependent on 
technical devices that they themselves have become machinelike. I argue that Beckett’s plays 
Krapp’s Last Tape (1958) and Rockaby (1980) illustrate not only the intersection of narrative 
drama and sound art, but also the intersection of humans and sound recording technologies. 
Media theorist Friedrich Kittler has argued that “[o]nce storage media can accommodate 
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optical and acoustic data, human memory capacity is bound to dwindle.” That is, the mind 
that once groped for memories has been altered by media representations initially intended 
to supplement its function. These Beckett plays feature characters in various stages of a sort 
of hybrid humanity: machines take over human functions, including the formerly human role 
of companionship. In each play, characters mimic the function of a playback device, which is 
to replay—or relive, as it were—past time in the present.  
“Resonant Texts” endeavors to analyze the figuration of sound recording technology 
in experimental works of fiction and drama penned over the course of the twentieth century 
by reexamining innovative depictions of sound and ways of listening in these texts. Literary 
criticism has much to gain from a closer look at the remarkable role of sound reproduction 
technology in modernizing western civilization; it made real-time international 
communication possible, it altered perspectives about space and time, it fundamentally 
modified human relationships, it democratized music listening, and it “immortalized” 
humanity, in a sense, in its preservation of the human voice. My analysis of sound and 
modern narratives begins within this context of fascinating changes. Whether the writers in 
my study embraced, mocked, or exhibited anxiety toward sound technology, none of them 
were oblivious to it. Quite the opposite: they imaginatively incorporated it into their works.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright © Leah Hutchison Toth 2016 
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Chapter 2: 
Audible Dublin: Sounding Machines and Listening in Ulysses 
 
 After reading Ulysses, T. S. Eliot declared to Virginia Woolf that James Joyce “had 
killed the nineteenth century, exposed the futility of all styles, and destroyed his own future” 
(qtd. in Ellmann, James Joyce 528). In Eliot’s view, Joyce had revolutionized the form of the 
novel; writers simply had to change their methods after reading Ulysses. Many other reviewers 
of Ulysses wrote more negative assessments, yet most agreed that the novel, with its 
exploration of human consciousness and experimentation with myth and narrative style, 
represented a spirit of change in the novel form. Disgusted by Joyce’s exacting 
documentation of sordid details, George Bernard Shaw, a Dubliner by birth, refused to 
preorder a copy of the first edition of Ulysses from Sylvia Beach: “It is a revolting record of a 
disgusting phase of civilisation; but it is a truthful one,” he wrote in a letter to Beach. “I have 
walked those streets and known those shops and have heard and taken part in those 
conversations” (qtd. in Bowker 295). Shaw’s complaint illustrates that the subject matter of 
Ulysses was rooted in Dublin and the lives of Dubliners in 1904. Joyce represents a 
burgeoning city half modernized and half mired in the past, and populated with what were, 
for him, unforgettable prototypes. 
 That Joyce meticulously recorded the specifics of Dublin on a summer day in 1904 
has been well documented; he relied heavily on his own memory of his hometown, city 
guides such as Thom’s Directory of Ireland, and family members. Streets, shops, funeral parlors, 
pubs, and popular traditional songs are immortalized in the pages of Ulysses, and Joyce’s 
novel helped to put them on the international map. With esteemed writers such as Valery 
Larbaud and Ezra Pound promoting him as a literary descendant of Flaubert, Ulysses soon 
became the novel to read for anyone with sophisticated literary tastes.  
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 Yet while the tastemakers of modernism in 1922 were heralding Joyce as an 
innovator breathing new life into the novel, others had been predicting that people would 
read less now that they were able to listen to recordings. Thomas Edison’s invention of the 
phonograph in 1877 captured the imagination of international audiences as they began to 
realize its possibilities for data storage. In Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, first published in 1986, 
media theorist Friedrich A. Kittler echoed early predictions that recordings of voices would 
supplant the written word, provocatively claiming that “Record grooves dig the graves of 
authors” (83). Kittler contends that sound recordings were better able to capture the essence 
of “memories and dreams, the dead and ghosts” (10). According to Kittler, the ability to 
record and listen to sounds—particularly voicings from bodies, whether music or spoken 
word or other audible emissions—diminished the reader’s need for “the powers of 
hallucination,” or the need to read text on the page and imagine narrative details. Yet despite 
claims such as Kittler’s, we know that some of the century’s most inventive and challenging 
literature, of which Joyce’s Ulysses is the prime example, was written during the first several 
decades that followed Edison’s invention of the phonograph.  
 In the first part of this chapter, I will show that Joyce’s Ulysses occupies a liminal 
space between a culture accustomed to reading recorded sound visually on the page—and 
either imagining it in one’s head or reading it aloud—and a culture accustomed to listening 
to sounds from audio recordings.5 In Ulysses, Joyce experiments with sound on the page by 
manipulating letters and words to emulate, as closely as he was able, sounds from bodies as 
well as sounds from machines. As I will show, Joyce, born in 1882, came of age as sound 
recording technologies were in early stages of development and were considered something 
5 For instance, early readers of Charles Dickens’ Hard Times would have to imagine the sounds 
of rattling shop windows and pumping steam engine pistons the writer describes (16), but today 
“readers” may in fact listen to those sounds on audiobooks that directly engage the sense of 
hearing. 
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of a novelty in comparison to written texts. As such, neither his work nor biographical 
evidence suggests that he felt any sort of fear that sound recording technology would come 
to supplant the novel. Yet we may also see in Ulysses—particularly in the “Aeolus” and 
“Circe” chapters—how Joyce made extraordinary use of phonographs and their cultural 
associations, noisy machinery such as the modern printing press, and other loud 
technologies such as trains and megaphones. As he had done with other inventions, ideas, 
and creeds, he worked them into both the narrative structure and the plot of the novel. The 
result is a high modernist portrayal of how these machine technologies were transforming 
social environments, listening habits, and personal interactions around the turn of the 
century, as well as a parody of the sensationalized unnatural power society invested in its 
new machinery. In a sense, with Ulysses Joyce achieves a new level of resonance in literature 
by attempting to write sound, as evidenced by the fact that much of the novel’s prose seems 
nonsensical until it is read aloud. 
Recording Sound: The Physical and Cultural Challenges of a New Medium 
 Kittler’s assertion that the phonograph presaged the death of the written word—
more specifically, of novels and poetry—does not account for the fact that early proponents 
were unsure of the new machine’s primary function. Edison’s first phonograph, which 
underwent several modifications from the 1880s through the 1910s, was a fragile mechanical 
recording device. The first machine used a diaphragm with a writing tip to carve grooves 
into a tin foil cylinder; to play back the sound, another diaphragm needle would trace over 
the grooves. In 1878 Edison noted that the machine ’s primary purpose was “letter writing 
and other forms of dictation.” Initially this did seem to be its most popular function 
although Edison also predicted that the machine would soon be used to record and play 
music and written texts such as novels and speeches, too (531 – 4). Among others, Century 
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Magazine writer Philip G. Hubert, Jr. claimed in 1893 that the machine could soon be defined 
as both a musical instrument in its own right and a purveyor of musical tastes (39 - 44). 
Although composers would later express a variety of attitudes toward the new technology, 
most hadn’t done so before the 1920s, which Mark Katz sees as a sign of its lack of cultural 
power up to that point (Taylor et. al 26). It took a few decades for the machine’s most 
popular function—playing music and speeches—to be established, and since its most useful 
function was a matter of debate through the first two decades of its existence, it is hard to 
imagine that writers could have viewed it as a threat to their work. 
 Another challenge to Kittler’s assertion is that early phonograph recordings were 
little more than scratchy, ephemeral documents of the human voice reproduced on wax 
cylinders. The limited capabilities of the machine would also have prevented it from 
replacing the written word in any definitive sense. By the time people began listening to 
music on phonographs in the 1890s, the machines had been equipped with hearing tubes 
that helped to amplify the sound of the recordings, which somewhat improved the quality 
(Kenney 24).6 Even then, the length of any recording was limited to two minutes, due to the 
small amount of recordable surface on the cylinders. One could hardly have recorded a long 
poem in such a time, much less a novel, making what Edison called “phonographic books” 
(35) impossible. 
 Kittler’s retrospective claim also glosses over the fact that people did not 
immediately accept the phonograph, which didn’t go into mass production until 1901 
(“Edison Cylinder” par. 16). One reason for this—perhaps one that we seldom think about 
today—was the separation of the song from the singer. Instead of a full audio-visual 
6 As late as 1924, after recording a speech from the “Aeolus” episode of Ulysses for Sylvia 
Beach, Joyce, though happy with the recording, remarked that “it was not his natural voice” (qtd. 
in Bowker 339).  
10 
 
                                                 
                                                                                                                                                  
spectacle in concert halls, listeners were now able to hear “a remarkably life-like human voice 
issuing from a box,” as one critic noted in 1923 (qtd. in Taylor et al. 14). 7 Musicologist R. 
Murray Schafer has characterized this marvel as “schizophonia”: “We have split sound from 
the maker of sound,” he writes. “Sounds have been torn from their natural sockets and given 
an amplified and independent existence” (90). The absence of a singer along with the music 
allowed listeners to begin thinking about sound and music in a new way: music had 
essentially become disembodied, freed from its original source. Since recorded music severed 
performances from their immediate context, listeners were now able to take music (or 
speeches) home, listen to it in private, and focus on it more attentively. Notably, it took time 
for consumers to adapt to the new technology, especially given the previous dominance of 
vision as the most trusted sense for observing and processing data.  
 Of course, beyond the cultural adjustments that had to be made, there were the 
figurative implications of Kittler’s observation that the mechanical reproduction of voices 
withdrew “the passion of all reading” by allowing listeners access to canned human voices, 
the next best thing to a bottle washed ashore. “As long as the book was responsible for all 
serial data flows,” he writes, “words quivered with sensuality and memory” (10).8 His 
implication is that, prior to recorded sound, data on the page had a sort of magical power—
whisked away by the phonograph’s bottling of human speech. However, this poetic 
contention suggests late twentieth-century thinking about a technology that emerged during 
a century that still privileged the eye over the ear.  
7 As Katz further explains, “Amazement and even fear were not uncommon reactions to the 
technology of sound recording in the late nineteenth century and the early twentieth.” To assuage 
fears and wariness, the industry began to incorporate images of the performers—some “standing 
next to the machines, sometimes in ghostly outlines, sometimes in miniature, sometimes as life-
size figures mingling with listeners”—into their advertisements and to promise that “their 
recordings were so lifelike that listeners could practically see the performers” (11 – 16). 
8 I interpret “serial data flows” to mean, simply, the documentation of language, which, prior to 
sound recording, was confined to words on the page. In this instance, Kittler is writing specifically 
about literature. 
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From the Victorian Eye to the Modern Ear 
 In The Victorian Eye, Chris Otter documents the importance of vision and its 
relationship with technological developments in artificial illumination in 19th century 
England, linking both to the importance of “liberal subjectivity.”9 Otter traces the historical 
“salience of the visual” in Western philosophy to Descartes, who claimed that “‘the 
management of our lives depends on the senses, and since that of sight is the most 
comprehensive and noblest of these, there is no doubt that the inventions which serve to 
augment its power are among the most useful that there can be’” (qtd. in Otter 275). During 
the nineteenth century there were many inventions designed to enhance the power of the 
eye, which Otter notes “was analyzed, measured, and tested more than in any previous 
historical period” (28). As the most reliable receiver of sense impressions, the eye and its 
health were to be protected, especially since the current period was thought to require vision 
more than any previous one had (40). To assess with vision was to verify; Otter explains how 
this was true across a spectrum of professions in London—from those who verified the 
freshness of butchered meat and the cleanliness of lodging houses to those who performed 
scientific studies. Vision was especially important in scientific analysis, Otter notes: 
Attentive visual fixation on detail was characteristic of the scientific method, 
whereby the senses were practically and technologically disciplined in laboratories. 
Only thus could new entities have their ontological status fixed and defined. The 
practical ramifications of this are worth emphasizing: scientists learned to use their 
eyes, and deport their bodies, along with various instruments, in ways that ultimately 
became habitual, repeatable, and normative. (52) 
9Otter writes that the enhanced vision provided by artificial illumination was important for both the 
self-edification and the freedom of citizens in nineteenth-century England: for example, reliable 
access to illumination allowed people to read more, and lighted streets made evening travel safer. 
Simultaneously, such illumination made citizens and their actions more visible, and this made 
them easier to govern (11). 
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The other senses were important, of course, but they were generally thought to supplement 
vision. If they weren’t able to enhance the eye, then at the very least they shouldn’t interfere 
with it. For instance, sounds in urban environments were a problem, but Otter points out 
that the eradication of unwanted noises was at least partly desired in order to permit “silent, 
reflective work,” work which depended on sight: "Clear vision is invariably experienced by 
virtue of not only particular viewing conditions but also the absence of distractions or 
impingements on the other senses, perhaps most notably noise” (92). Sight rendered 
scientists, city workers, and average citizens trustworthy and capable of self-governance; as 
such, it was a vital component of what Otter describes as the liberal ideal. It allowed  
“attention to detail, character reading, concentration, silent reading, the use of scientific 
instruments, social observation, efficient motility, and so on” (61). Simply put, by the late 
Victorian period, vision had become a foundational element necessary for personal freedom, 
scientific study, and social progress. 
 Recent scholarship by media theorists Jonathan Sterne and Mitchell Akiyama also 
suggests that, before Edison and Charles Cros, 10 nineteenth century scientists wanted to 
invent a machine that documented sound in written form rather than sonic form. The 
earliest sound reproduction devices reflect this privileging of vision over hearing. Sterne and 
Akiyama write specifically about Édouard-Léon Scott de Martinville’s phonautograph, 
invented in 1857, as a device that “was conceived as a technology for visualization” (545). 
This machine recorded sound vibrations as images onto blackened paper, and it was 
intended for visual analysis (“The Phonautograph” par. 1). The basis for Sterne and 
Akiyama’s essay is the 2008 sonic reconstruction of “the world’s oldest recording” by First 
Sounds, a collaborative group of scientists and audio technicians at the Lawrence Berkeley 
10 Cros was a French inventor who discovered how to reproduce sound the same year that 
Edison announced his invention of the phonograph. 
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National Laboratory in Berkeley, California (Rosen par. 2). Sterne and Akiyama use the term 
“postsonic” to refer to this recently discovered visual representation of sound: “It produced an 
image after the occurrence of a sound—a record of a past sound event that it did not seek to 
reconstruct sonically” (546). The authors contend that this sound-writing machine illustrates 
that in 1857, inventors and scientists were preoccupied with creating visual renderings of 
sonic data. “Scott and many of his contemporaries believed that to see sound was to better 
know it,” they write. “The point of the phonautograph was to render sound available to 
careful visual examination” (546). The authors conclude that the enthusiasm with which 
First Sounds converted the phonautograph image to sound “signal[s] a shift that occurred in 
sonic epistemology in the intervening years.” In other words, only by the early twenty-first 
century has aural analysis of these visual recordings become of interest to scientists. More 
interesting, perhaps, is their conclusion that the conversion of the phonautogram into sound 
“reveals the plasticity of sound, its ability to convey data across different sensory registers” 
(547). As the authors explain, explicitly aural renderings of sound were a later development. 
The earliest recordings of sound were meant to be read, not heard; as Otter has also 
suggested, vision was considered the best sense for analyzing any sort of data (52).  
 As I will explain below, in Ulysses Joyce often relies on the reader’s vision to convey 
sounds, as though, like Scott, he thought the best way to study sound was with one’s eyes. 
Joyce, too, seemed to believe in a sort of “plasticity of sound,” or the ability to read sound. 
Yet Joyce’s work simultaneously carries the implicit assumption that what is written on the 
page is meant to be read aloud. Both the novel and biographical evidence illustrate that Joyce 
thought he could write sound on the page with the precision of a musician or a speaker 
recording sound onto a phonograph cylinder. After all, Joyce grew up alongside the 
technology, part of a generation for whom sheet music remained more popular than 
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recordings. 11 As Sterne and Akiyama have noted, it would take a few decades after Edison’s 
invention in 1877 for the public to develop a taste for audio recordings. 
 It would be an oversimplification to argue that the first sound recording technologies 
could replace the written word in any literal or figurative sense. This is certainly not to say, 
however, that the commodification of sound did not have a significant impact during the 
first few decades of the twentieth century. Advertisements, articles, fiction, and drama of the 
period have illustrated the extent to which the developing technology of the phonograph 
captured the public imagination. As the device moved from the business office to the 
domestic realm, the public was coached on how to use it. As Katz notes, “it is clear from 
Edison's instructions, and from many phonograph ads of the time, that sightless listening 
was far from the 'natural' activity we now take for granted" (Taylor et al. 16). One such 
example is a pamphlet with the heading “How We Gave a Phonograph Party,” placed in 
phonograph shops and general stores by the National Phonograph Company in 1899. The 
pamphlet is a thinly veiled instructional document on how to integrate the phonograph into 
party situations. The pamphlet suggests the novelty of the record-and-playback feature of the 
early phonograph: “Some of [the recordings] caused lots of merriment when they were 
reproduced, owing to the funny and irrelevant side remarks of the speakers; most of whom 
had never talked into a Phonograph, and seemed to forget that the machine would catch and 
repeat all that was said" (Taylor et al. 51). Edison soon learned to commercialize the machine 
by disabling its recording function, so the machine quickly became a device for listening 
only. The removal of this function turned audiences into mute listeners. 
 The new focus on listening to recordings,12 combined with their eventual 
repeatability, led to more discerning listening practices. The setting—whether in a 
11 Sheet music, too, was of course a form of writing—meant to be seen on the page and 
performed for enjoyment by another sense.  
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phonograph parlor or the private space of one’s living room—privileged listening over 
looking, both to the specific sounds issued on recordings and the spaces in which they were 
heard. Some writers at the time acknowledged the possibilities for recording sound to which 
the phonograph had awakened them. For instance, in 1916 German author Salomo 
Friedlaender wrote a story titled “Goethe Speaks into the Phonograph,” in which a professor 
breaks into Goethe’s tomb in order to examine and create a replica of his vocal chords and 
bring his voice to life. In a non-fiction piece titled “Primal Sound,” published in 1919, Rainer 
Maria Rilke describes the phonograph as “a chief object of public wonder” and 
provocatively proposes that much is to be gained from using the stylus to record (and play 
back) grooves unintended for a needle, such as the “coronal suture.” To use a phonograph 
needle to record and play the delicate “groove” where plates of the skull come together 
would push the burgeoning technology of the phonograph in unexplored directions, Rilke 
reasoned. “[W]hat variety of lines, then, occurring anywhere, could one not put under the 
needle and try out? Is there any contour that one could not, in a sense, complete in this way 
and then experience it, as it makes itself felt, thus transformed, in another field of sense?” 
(40 – 1) Rilke’s essay is significant because it illustrates interest in the recording and playback 
of objects not conventionally meant to sound or to be documented. His “coronal suture” 
recording idea is an apt metaphor for the modernist spirit of experimentation and 
innovation, and, as far-fetched as it may seem, it illustrates a way in which the phonograph 
drew attention to the act of listening. Kittler has argued that “‘Primal Sound’ leaves no doubt 
12 In Recorded Music in American Life: The Phonograph and Popular Memory, 1890 – 1945, 
William Howland Kenney discusses how, during the 1890s, the phonograph became a popular 
entertainment device in “semipublic places, including “train stations, ferry boat landings, trolley 
waiting rooms, shopping districts, carnivals, circuses, amusement parks, hotels, lunch rooms, 
cafes, and saloons.” By 1900, both Edison and Columbia had introduced an inexpensive model 
intended for home ownership. Kenney notes that these turn-of-the-century machines were cheap 
enough that most people could afford to buy them and listen to records at home (25 – 8). 
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whatsoever about which contemporary developments were most important to literature in 
1900. Instead of lapsing into the usual melancholic associations of Shakespeare’s Hamlet or 
Keller’s Green Henry at the sight of a human skull in candlelight, the writer sees 
phonographic grooves” (43). While perhaps hyperbolic, Kittler’s claim bears a degree of 
truth, especially given the public’s fascination with the phonograph. Experimental writers 
like Rilke and Joyce, among others, clearly heard new possibilities for narratives and new 
possibilities for voicing on the page. 
Resonant Ulysses 
 Though Joyce was well known as a singer, by 1922 he had become something of an 
international celebrity for his writing. 13 Yet many scholars have pointed out Joyce’s genius 
for combining the two by recording voice and music on the page. As Gordon Bowker notes, 
“Sounds echo through Joyce’s work, . . . from the silent house in ‘Araby,’ to the foghorn at 
the Pigeon House in ‘An Encounter,’ the ‘soft and mellow’ notes of a piano in Stephen Hero, 
the deluge of sound in the ‘Sirens’ episode of Ulysses and the thunderous crack of doom in 
Finnegans Wake” (49). Indeed, one of Joyce’s most extraordinary innovations has been his 
representation of sound. Notably, by the end of his career and particularly in Finnegans Wake, 
many of his friends thought that he had forsaken meaning in language for the mere sound of 
words (Ellmann, James Joyce 633). Yet, as I will argue, in Ulysses, Joyce’s painstaking realism 
often extends to his writing of sound in a way that gives resonance to the words on the 
page,14 illustrating Joyce’s certainty not only that sound represented in words on the page is 
13 The introduction to Djuna Barnes’s famous 1922 interview with James Joyce for Vanity Fair 
notes Dubliners’ praise of Joyce’s singing: “There are men in Dublin who will tell you that out of 
Ireland a great voice has gone; and there are a few women, lost to youth, who will add: ‘One night 
he was singing and the next he wasn’t, and there’s been no silence the like of it!’ For the singing 
voice of James Joyce … is said to have been second to none.” (289)  
14 By “resonance” I mean that Joyce’s representations of words and sounds are so precisely 
noted that they easily lend themselves to vocal performance. A good example is Bloom’s cat, 
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as valid a recording as sounds captured on phonograph recordings, but also that something 
recorded for one sense can be experienced and understood by another. This indicates Joyce’s 
implicit understanding of what Sterne and Akiyama call “the plasticity of sound” (547). With 
Rilke, Joyce exhibits a fascination with voicing objects not traditionally sounded in literature, 
and his stylistic techniques in Ulysses would come to have lasting interdisciplinary influence. 
In writing about sound, Joyce hadn’t necessarily “killed the nineteenth century,” as Eliot 
claimed, but he had perhaps built a bridge linking it to the twentieth. In other words, Joyce 
clearly saw the value of written representations of sound— much like the inventors who 
wanted to visually examine sound rather than to hear it reproduced—but he also 
experimented with ways of notating sound on the page that indicate new ways of thinking 
about listening. 
 There is much evidence to suggest that Joyce was willing to use or promote modern 
technologies when and if they helped him in some way. First of all, Joyce was willing to 
follow many whims he thought might fund his rather lavish lifestyle once he had moved to 
Europe with Nora Barnacle. One example involves Joyce helping to establish the first 
cinema in Dublin in 1909. Having learned from his sister Eva that there were no cinemas in 
Ireland, he at once began to make arrangements with Italian investors to look for locations 
in Dublin, Belfast and Cork. Successful in this venture for nearly three months, Joyce 
returned to Dublin in October in order to establish and manage the Dublin cinema 
(Ellmann, James Joyce 301). Although Joyce soon lost interest and returned to Italy, his 
willingness to spearhead this effort amply illustrates his willingness to use technology to his 
advantage.  
whose “Mrkrgnao!” in the “Calypso” episode is carefully spelled in a way that aids clear vocal 
repetition (4:32). Joyce’s precisely arranged words like this, along with others such as sound of 
the printing machine in the “Aeolus” episode, function almost like sheet music notation. 
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 Later, Joyce made phonograph recordings of a speech from the “Aeolus” episode of 
Ulysses and a passage from Anna Livia Plurabelle to promote each work. As Bowker notes, 
Joyce thought the quality of the recordings was poor, but he nonetheless enjoyed showcasing 
them in his home and playing them for visitors (338). Moreover, he sought refuge in 
listening to phonograph records when his vision problems rendered him nearly sightless, 
which occurred regularly throughout his adulthood. Bowker suggests that Joyce’s 
sightlessness amplified his hearing and encouraged his inventiveness in representing sound: 
“Inside his clouded world in which print was melted and blurred, the ear remained keen, and 
the singer and wordsmith could come together in a harmony of invented sound” (342). 
Although this blending of words and sound is made abundantly clear in Finnegans Wake, it is 
also evident in Ulysses. Joyce’s correspondence with friends and family has made clear that he 
was receptive to any technique that he could use as a vehicle for narrative: just as he 
borrowed personalities and sound bites from his father’s friends, so did he adapt disparate 
literary techniques from sources as varied (and at times as unlikely) as phonograph 
recordings of songs and speeches, Homer, Ibsen, Édouard Dujardin, and Giambattista Vico, 
among many others. 
 There is also evidence to suggest that Joyce thought he could represent sound with a 
pen as deftly as composers filled out the staffs of musical scores or phonograph needles 
captured vocal performances. An oft-cited example of this centers on a performance of 
Richard Wagner’s Die Walküre Joyce attended with Ottocaro Weiss, a young Wagner fan. 
Joyce, having just finished “Sirens,” considered the most musical episode of Ulysses, asked 
Weiss, “‘Don’t you find the musical effects of my Sirens better than Wagner’s?’” (Ellmann, 
James Joyce 460) When Weiss replied that he did not, Joyce took offense and left the 
performance, Ellmann writes, “as if he could not bear not being preferred” (460). This 
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exchange suggests that Joyce saw enough similarities between the written representation of 
sound and the performance of audible sound to make a direct comparison. He had, after all, 
attempted to structure the episode as a fugue and had exhausted his knowledge of musical 
composition in his writing of it (Luening 197).  
 There are other indications that Joyce believed that data intended for experience in 
one sense could also be observed in another. In his Odyssey of an American Composer, for 
instance, Otto Luening recalls Joyce skillfully transposing a musical score into language. As 
Luening notes,  
He began going through [a Gluck] piece, note by note and phrase by phrase, literally 
transposing it first into word inflections and then into verbal images. At the end of 
this evening with Joyce I had learned more about the relationship of language to 
music than ever before or since. 
Joyce enjoyed giving literary interpretations of the contrapuntal techniques in 
music. This turned into a kind of intellectual exercise in which he professed to use 
the devices for his own purposes in his own medium. (Luening 197)  
That Joyce believed in the plasticity of sound is evident here, and it is part of his method not 
only in writing or transposing music into language (sometimes inventing language to do so) 
but also in giving nonmusical sounds ambient resonance.15 This resonance establishes a sort 
of aural map of Dublin as precisely written as the locations and names of shops and 
buildings throughout the city.  
 
15By “ambient,” I mean all-encompassing sounds; by “resonance” I mean a vivid “sounding out” 
on the page, as it were. A key example is the opening scenes of the “Aeolus” chapter, described 
below, in which Joyce vividly describes the tram timekeeper “bawl[ing] . . . off” the tram stops 
amidst the screeching of a tram (7:7). To read the words on the page and then imagine the sound 
is what Sterne and Akiyama mean with their phrase “plasticity of the senses” (547) and what 
Kittler meant when he said readers “need the powers of hallucination” (10). 
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Knocking a Tune out of the Page in “Sirens” 
 The clearest evidence that Joyce was thinking about how to best communicate sound 
through words is his writing in the “Sirens” episode. The majority of the action takes place 
in the Ormond bar, where Bloom has decided to dine in order to keep an eye on Blazes 
Boylan, whom he knows will soon commence an affair with his wife, Molly. The “sirens” 
who preside over the bar are Lydia Douce and Mina Kennedy: 16 they flirt with the bar 
patrons and keep them buying drinks while the men take turns playing and singing songs on 
the saloon piano. Joyce revealed to his friend George Borach that he structured “Sirens” as a 
fugue:  
“I wrote this chapter with the technical resources of music. It is a fugue with all 
musical notations: piano, forte, rallentando, and so on. A quintet occurs in it, too, as in 
Die Meistersinger, my favorite Wagnerian opera. . . . Since exploring the resources and 
artifices of music and employing them in this chapter, I haven’t cared for music any 
more. I, the great friend of music, can no longer listen to it. I see through all the 
tricks and can’t enjoy it any more.” (qtd. in Ellmann, James Joyce 459) 
To attempt to structure a chapter of a novel as a musical composition suggests Joyce’s view 
that the two were close analogues. Indeed, the first section of the chapter, often called a 
“leitmotif” (Bowen, Bloom’s Old Sweet Song 25), is itself a term for a musical theme that recurs 
throughout a work.17 “Sirens” demands that we both imagine (or speak aloud) the words on 
the page and carefully inspect them visually, lest we misunderstand.  
For the reader, careful visual analysis of the opening leitmotif proves fruitful, as the 
action of the chapter is previewed in its first two pages. For instance, the first line of the 
chapter is an audio-visual clue that the vice-regal procession will soon pass the bar: “Bronze 
16 Even the barmaids’ names are evidence of this chapter’s musical saturation: “Lydia” references 
the Lydian musical scale while “Mina” references a minor key. 
17 In music, the leitmotif is most closely associated with Wagner (Martin 3).  
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by gold heard the hoofirons, steelyringing” (11:1). This first line is important aurally because 
it is an example of onomatopoeia; Joyce’s invented words “hoofirons” and “steelyringing” 
alone help one imagine the sound of a horse’s hooves ringing through the street. After the 
brief overture of the chapter, we verify a repetition of this opening theme, first by 
recognizing the words on the page and second by noticing their inherent rhythm (best when 
spoken aloud, of course): “Bronze by gold, miss Douce’s head by miss Kennedy’s head, over 
the crossblind of the Ormond bar heard the viceregal hoofs go by, ringing steel” (11: 64-5). 
Soon, another variation of the motif appears, as the cavalcade continues to pass by the bar: 
“Yes, bronze from anear, by gold from afar, heard steel from anear, hoofs ring from afar, 
and heard steelhoofs ringhoof ringsteel” (11: 112-3). Once again, the pattern is identified 
visually and then, for best effect, repeated aloud. This pattern—of elaborating upon every 
“theme” introduced in the leitmotif—continues throughout the chapter, ending with Bloom 
passing gas: “Then not till then. My eppripfftaph. Be pfrwitt” (11: 61) from the opening 
theme becomes a mixture of song lyrics, Bloom’s internal thoughts, and Bloom’s body 
sounds in the chapter’s conclusion:  
Then and not till then. Tram kran kran kran. Good oppor. Coming. Krandlkrankran. 
I’m sure it’s the burgundy. Yes. One, two. Let my epitaph be. Kraaaaaa. Written. I have.     
Pprrpffrrppffff. 
   Done. (11: 1293) 
More than any other chapter in Ulysses, “Sirens” encourages readers to sound out the text, or 
to examine it visually and reproduce it aloud. To do so helps to clarify passages that might 
otherwise seem nonsensical.  
 Although Joyce intended to structure the chapter as though it were a musical 
composition, the chapter also points out ways in which what we hear can deceive us with its 
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seductions. 18 For instance, Bloom finds himself wishing that the men in the bar would keep 
singing; the music functions as a palliative for him because it diverts his thoughts from his 
wife’s infidelity: “Wish they’d sing more. Keep my mind off” (11: 230). Bloom’s sentence 
trails off here, but the reader is by now mindful of the fact that Boylan is en route to Molly 
Bloom’s house—and, more significantly, her bed—in this chapter. Shortly afterward, Bloom 
observes the barmaids and their patrons making a fuss over a seashell, another deceptive 
source of sound: “Bloom through the bardoor saw a shell held at their ears. He heard more 
faintly that that they heard, each for herself alone, then each for other, hearing the plash of 
waves, loudly, a silent roar. . . . The sea they think they hear. Singing. A roar. The blood it is. 
Souse in the ear sometimes. Well, it’s a sea. Corpuscle islands” (11: 945 - 6). As Odysseus is 
drawn to the sirens’ song despite his awareness of their deceitfulness, Bloom is at first 
charmed by what he imagines the bar patrons hear. He ultimately knows, however, that what 
they hear is their own blood coursing through their ears; the charms of the shell are 
seductive but false, and one’s ears cannot be trusted independently of the mind and the 
other senses. 19 
 Brad Bucknell has aptly noted Joyce’s challenge to readers who would, like the bar 
patrons in “Sirens,” be seduced by sound: “There is a great deal written in ‘Sirens’ which 
does not meet the ear, but which does meet the eye. . . . To the ear, there is no difference 
between the sounds of ‘blew’ and ‘blue.’. . .The point here is that we may be deceived by 
sounds; we may fall through their seams without hearing the lexical difference” (135). In 
18 This is, of course, indicated by the fact that Joyce modeled the chapter on the “Sirens” of The 
Odyssey. The vivid image of Odysseus plugging his men’s ears with wax and having himself tied 
to the mast of his ship so that they might resist the temptation of the sirens’ song is a key point of 
reference in this chapter.  
19 French writer Maurice Renard wrote a short story in 1907 about a composer who dies after 
being haunted to sleeplessness by a siren song as heard through a shell: “For a long time he 
tried to write down the sexual screaming of the goddesses. At two in the morning he gave up” 
(54). When the composer dies shortly afterward, the mysterious shell shatters.  
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other words, by drawing our attention to the words on the page, Joyce encourages careful 
visual inspection to aid the ear; our eyes can catch the richness of meaning that our ears 
cannot. Yet it is simultaneously true that “Sirens” demands a sort of sensory “plasticity,” or 
synesthesia, in which what we read on the page must also somehow be heard by the ear. 
Machine Soundscapes and Public / Private Listening in “Aeolus”   
Ezra Pound once noted that machines, which by the twentieth century demonstrably 
filled the urban landscape, had to be represented in art (53). Joyce represents the content 
notably in “Aeolus,” arguably the most Futurist chapter in Ulysses. This episode features 
Leopold Bloom grappling with the near-deafening noise of Mechanical Age machines in the 
Dublin newspaper offices of the Freeman’s Journal and National Press. As Stuart Gilbert has 
noted, this chapter’s Odyssean parallel is Aeolus’s island of winds. “The characteristic of the 
palace of the King of the Winds is its noisiness. This is not. . . the sound of revelry by day, 
but a continued roaring of the prisoned winds” (183). In Joyce’s modern Dublin, the loudest 
roaring emanates from the mechanical inventions that have become an unavoidable part of 
life.  
In this section, I will argue that, in “Aeolus,” Joyce uses both the structure and the 
content of the narrative to create an unprecedented soundscape of machine noise. Like 
Pound, Joyce was well aware of how machines had changed modern life, including its 
soundscapes—something the Italian Futurists made a central part of their art—and he 
makes modern machine noise, especially the printing press, a central part of Bloom’s 
experience in “Aeolus.” Additionally, just as the soundscape began to sound different, so did 
the ways people listened to it. Joyce illustrates two distinct ways of listening captured in the 
narrative itself: Bloom’s “private listening” to the deafening “rhetoric” of the building’s 
machinery, and Stephen Dedalus’s “public listening” to the acoustic, oral rhetoric of the men 
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in the newspaper office. Taken together, these ways of listening in “Aeolus” represent an 
intersection of listening practices—one traditional, belonging to the nineteenth century, and 
one that would become more common in the twentieth. 
The term “soundscape,” coined by R. Murray Schafer in his pioneering book The 
Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment and the Tuning of the World, refers to all sounds resonating 
through any given environment and the way that those environments change over time, 
largely due to human intervention. Emily Thompson usefully broadens Schafer’s definition 
of a soundscape as “any acoustic field of study” (7), to emphasize its social importance: 
[A] soundscape is simultaneously a physical environment and a way of perceiving 
that environment; it is both a world and a culture constructed to make sense of that 
world. . . . A soundscape’s cultural aspects incorporate scientific and aesthetic ways 
of listening [and] a listener’s relationship to their environment. . . . [L]ike a landscape, 
[it] ultimately has more to do with civilization than with nature, and as such, it is 
constantly under construction and always undergoing change. (1 – 2) 
By extension, the soundscape of any work of fiction, film, and drama is the work’s sonic 
environments, including the sounds that characters hear, the sounds characters make, and 
the extra-diegetic sounds imposed by the author. As Schafer has noted, literary works often 
register vivid “earwitness accounts” of modern sounds; writers “have captured the 
soundscapes of their own places and times, and such descriptions constitute the best guide 
available in the reconstruction of soundscapes past” (9). Yet we may also look at literary 
narratives to examine how authors have sought to represent what Thompson calls “aesthetic 
ways of listening” that are constantly changing as new technologies are introduced to human 
living spaces.20 Joyce’s “Aeolus” represents both machine noise that found its way into some 
20Schafer denotes three soundscape periods and the changes that wrought them: The Rural 
Soundscape of agrarian life that experienced the “profound acoustic interruptions” of “the noise of 
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of the most controversial musical performances of the pre-WWI twentieth century21 and a 
new “aesthetic” of listening that would come to be associated with listening to machines. 
As historian Modris Eksteins has noted, the first performance of Igor Stravinsky’s Le 
Sacre du printemps in Paris on May 29, 1913 was an event like no other in ushering modernism 
onto the stage. “To have been in the audience that evening was to have participated not 
simply at another exhibition but in the very creation of modern art, in that the response of 
the audience was and is as important to the meaning of this art as the intentions of those 
who introduced it,” Eksteins writes (15). Yet in Italy, where Joyce and Nora Barnacle resided 
at the time, the Italian Futurists commanded the stage of controversy—with the spectacle of 
all things loud, especially loudness that emitted from machines. 22 The Futurists were largely 
focused on the visual arts, but the musical components were equally controversial. Luigi 
Russolo became the spokesperson for a new machine music and is now widely noted as the 
father of what he termed “musical noise” (18). His pioneering treatise, The Art of Noises, 
opens with the combative assertion that “In the 19th Century, with the invention of 
machines, Noise was born. Today, Noise is triumphant and reigns sovereign over the 
sensibility of men” (23). Russolo calls for a music that incorporates everyday life: “We will 
amuse ourselves by orchestrating together in our imagination the din of rolling shop 
shutters, the varied hubbub of train stations, iron works, thread mills, printing presses, 
war and the 'noise' of religion" (49), the Industrial Revolution, sonically characterized by “the use 
of new metals such as cast iron and steel as well as new energy sources such as coal and 
steam" (71), and the Electric Revolution of the twentieth century, during which “the electric power 
station, the telephone, the radio telegraph, the phonograph and the moving picture came into 
existence" (88). 
21 A key example is Luigi Russolo’s Gran Concerto Futuristico, first performed in 1917 to well-
publicized riots.  
22 Although Joyce does not have a direct connection to the Italian Futurists and is very unlike the 
Futurists in most respects, he could be said to be similarly experimental. Bowker has recently 
acknowledged this: "Such iconoclasm was not without its appeal to Joyce. There were certain 
established conventions on which his ambitions depended [, . . .] but where conventions of 
language and the novel form were concerned he would show himself to be a [F. T.] Marinetti in 
his own right" (177). 
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electrical plants, and subways” (25 - 6). He wrote his own “noise” music and built noise-
making instruments known as intonarumori to represent these noises in the concert hall. As 
Stravinsky’s ballet had done in Paris, the first performances of Russolo’s experimental 
compositions Awakening of a City and Meeting of Automobiles and Airplanes opened in Milan in 
1914 to well-publicized riots and debates among music critics. Although his performances 
were largely ignored after the war ended, his idea that both the most mundane and the most 
irritating of modern noises should be brought from the streets to concert venues—or 
represented in recordings, paintings and literary works—continued to exert a considerable 
influence on artists (Bijsterveld 139 – 44).  
 To represent the loud machinery of the modern city in literature in a way that 
mimicked its interruption of daily life was a new challenge for writers who felt the need to 
address it. Schafer has likened the “jabbing style of twentieth-century verse” to “the acoustic 
shrapnel of modern life,” pointing out that “car horns punctuate modern verse, not bubbling 
brooks” (227). We can see something similar in experimental prose from the time, as writers 
as varied as F. T. Marinetti and Joyce have shown in both the style and content of their 
writing.23 Joyce claimed not to understand the visual arts, 24 but he prided himself on his 
writing of sound, whether dialogue, music, or noise. In the “Aeolus” episode, he represents 
the “acoustic shrapnel” of machines as heard by Leopold Bloom. 
  In the “Aeolus” episode, which is broken up into smaller sections with individual 
newspaper-style headings, Bloom travels to the Freeman newspaper offices to pursue an 
23 Marinetti’s writing often deliberately details “the noises of war” (qtd. in Russolo 27), and he 
uses what Russolo called “marvelous free words” to depict “the orchestra of a great battle” (26). 
The association of such noises with music became more commonplace in the 1920s as 
musicians such as George Antheil continued to write scores that included parts for mechanized 
instruments. 
24 Ellmann writes that Joyce was “[b]ewildered by an art which used neither words nor sounds” 
and showed little concern in concealing his disinterest among friends (James Joyce 430). 
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advertisement for a client, Keyes. He walks through the noisy printing press offices to talk to 
the foreman about procuring the ad, before moving to the Evening Telegraph office, where he 
uses a telephone to call Keyes. Several men are in the office, laughing and joking, and as 
Bloom leaves, Stephen Dedalus arrives, on a mission to deliver Mr. Deasy’s essay on foot 
and mouth disease. The men in the office begin discussing and reciting well-known 
speeches; Stephen performs last, telling a story and suggesting that everyone move along to 
the pub.  
According to Gilbert’s schema, the Art of the “Aeolus” chapter is “Rhetoric,” and its 
Organ is “Lungs” (177); in the newspaper offices, Joyce’s modern isle of noise, trams and 
office machines contribute to the chapter’s theme of what we might call windy rhetoric. To 
write about noise was nothing new, of course, but Joyce’s representation of machine noise is 
inventive. Sonically, the offices that Bloom enters in Joyce’s Dublin of 1904 go quite beyond 
a creaky carriage ride one might read about in Dickens’ London. Whereas Dickens often 
evoked the sound of the city as a backdrop for plot, or the noise of a factory as a dreary 
indication of poverty, Joyce brings noisy elements to the forefront of the narrative. To read 
sound in this episode, particularly in the first half, is to aurally “hallucinate,” as Kittler might 
say, the roar and clatter of machine noise. 
The “Aeolus” episode is on more than one level a literary representation of what 
Schafer has called a “lo-fi soundscape,” an environment with “an unfavorable signal-to-noise 
ratio” where the listener has trouble singling out one sound among others (272). 25 Joyce 
writes a sort of “lo-fi” narrative in two ways in this chapter: One is to inject a sort of 
25 A clear example of a lo-fi scenario is the sound of a crowded restaurant, where the voices of 
one’s party are drowned out by music and the dull roar of other patrons. It is “lo-fi” because the 
“signals” one wants to hear, the voices of the party, are overwhelmed by the “noise” of the loud 
music and the noisy patrons: a poor signal-to-noise ratio. 
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“noise,” or communication interference, into the reading process itself, 26 and the other is to 
show Bloom enveloped in a soundscape of deafening machine noise where he must 
syncopate his speech in order to be heard over the office machines. 
As Bloom enters the newspaper office, he is surrounded by noise—both extra-
diegetic and diegetic. First, the print of the chapter is divided into brief sections, each of 
which follows a headline that playfully interacts with the prose that follows. In succession, 
the captions before each section of text could be said to act as a sort of extra-diegetic noise. 
Of course, the captions most obviously represent newspaper article titles, and each short 
section of text that follows the captions can be viewed as brief articles. Gilbert has written 
that “the first [captions] are comparatively dignified, or classically allusive, in the Victorian 
tradition; later captions reproduce, in all its vulgarity, the slickness of the modern press” 
(Joyce’s Ulysses 179). However, one doesn’t read through these successive entries smoothly or 
without difficulty. The process of reading each headline and its content in sequence can be 
quite disorienting for the reader, and the connections between the titles and the content are 
not always immediately obvious. Many are thematic: The caption “IN THE HEART OF 
THE HIBERNIAN METROPOLIS,” for example, introduces the first paragraph, in which 
Joyce deposits the reader “Before Nelson’s pillar” into the middle of busy Dublin (7.3).  
Many others, such as “EXIT BLOOM,” are predictive of an action that immediately follows 
(7.429). Others still—particularly the series of question marks “? ? ?” (7. 512) that precede 
Lehehan’s riddle, lack an immediately clear connection altogether.  
Karen Lawrence has argued that the captions in “Aeolus” “are more disconcerting 
than helpful to the reader, for the spirit that motivates their creation seems arbitrary and 
26 In other words, I am claiming that Joyce’s style and content, especially in the first part of 
“Aeolus,” makes the reading process difficult by including textual “noise,” or various, sometimes 
conflicting bits of information that make a clear, unambiguous transmission of the narrative 
impossible.  
29 
 
                                                 
                                                                                                                                                  
capricious. They italicize the most trivial of events and seem singularly inappropriate in tone 
and content to the ‘features’ that follow” (55). It seems clear, however, that Joyce’s emphasis 
on “the most trivial events” is a central theme throughout Ulysses, not solely in “Aeolus.” In 
‘Aeolus,’ specifically, the headlines create what we might call a formal lo-fi soundscape in 
which the form of the chapter obscures any message of the content: in calling attention to 
the sometimes trivial elements in the prose that follows, the headlines upset the reader’s 
desire for clarity and important narrative details. The reader must decide which aspects of 
the plot to privilege, if any, over others. William R. Paulson has indicated that such 
ambiguity, or “noise,” is an important feature of all literature; he writes that “[b]y noise is 
meant not loud or obnoxious sounds but anything that gets mixed up with messages as they 
are sent. Noise causes a loss of information in transmitted messages” (viii-ix). In other 
words, literature is inherently full of ambiguities, or “noise,” that cloud a definite 
authoritative interpretation. Yet Joyce intentionally disrupts the traditional experience of 
reading prose in “Aeolus” by crowding the pages with noise that is more akin to the 
disruptive effects of the loud machines that annoy Bloom in the chapter. It is a technique 
that reflects on the page the sounds of modern urban life as described by Russolo, Schafer, 
and Thompson, among others: disruptive and overwhelmingly full of information that must 
be sifted through if meaning is to be found. Daniel Albright claims that "[i]f a piece of prose 
were to look like a machine, it would have to be spare, abrupt, efficient, loud" (Modernism and 
Music 173). Indeed, the form of ‘Aeolus,’ like the printing press that routinely spits out 
newspapers at Bloom, persistently disrupts any need the reader has to prioritize narrative 
information by including abrupt, efficient—if distracting—headlines that may or may not 
call attention to the most important thematic content of the passage that follows.27  
27 It seems to me, too, that one way Joyce indicates “loudness” in prose is to use all caps, as he 
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Another way that Joyce represents modern noise is through the “speech” of office 
machines, which he blends on the page with the speech and thoughts of the characters, 
creating a diegetic lo-fi soundscape parallel to the disruptive reading experience. The chapter 
opens with a disorienting catalog of tram stop locations, followed by the timekeeper’s bark 
and the trams’s movement down the rows of cast steel, or the tracks. 28 The reader’s first 
impression is similar to Bloom’s first impression, which is of noise—both in the information 
overload of the tram stop announcements and the sounds of the tram, itself: 
The hoarse Dublin United Tramway Company’s timekeeper bawled them off: 
—Rathgar and Terenure! 
—Come on, Sandymount Green! 
Right and left parallel clanging ringing a double-decker and a singledeck 
moved from their railheads, swerved to the down line, glided parallel. 
—Start, Palmerston Park! 
Soon, these noises are joined by other street noises: “mailcars. . . received loudly flung sacks 
of letters, postcards, lettercards, parcels” (7.17-18); “[g]rossbooted draymen rolled barrels 
dullthudding out of Prince’s stores and bumped them up on the brewery float” (7.21-22); 
and “[t]he door of Ruttledge’s office creaked again” (7.28), something Bloom will notice a 
few pages later. The effect is that of a surround-sound symphony of street noise that 
Russolo might have called a futurist composition; of the “6 families of noises of the futurist 
orchestra” that appear in his manifesto (28), Joyce has written four on the first page of 
“Aeolus” alone.29 Like Lenehan’s riddle, the soundscape of Joyce’s Dublin in 1904 sounds 
does with each headline in this episode. 
28 This chapter sets up the motif of mechanical noise through Lenehan’s riddle: “What opera is 
like a railway line? . . . –The Rose of Castile. See the wheeze? Rows of cast steel. Gee!” (7.588-
91) This reference comparing serious music to mechanical noise will reappear several times 
throughout Ulysses. 
29 The other “families,” too, will appear by the end of the chapter: 
      1                     2                  3                  4                        5                    6 
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more like “Rows of cast steel” than The Rose of Castile; it is the modern, cacophonous 
counterpart to a more traditionally musical nineteenth-century opera. On the level of 
content, then, as in form, Joyce writes the narrative of this chapter in a way that conveys a 
poor signal-to-noise ratio: the burden of filtering static from signal is left to Bloom, as we 
continue to see before he leaves the newspaper offices.  
 Also apparent in “Aeolus” are new ways of listening captured in the narrative itself. 
Like the gramophone, which began to come of age in the 1890s, the loudness of machines 
demanded a sort of private listening, if only because it prevented communication.30 In 
“Aeolus,” we can see that machines are given their own sort of language, as well, which we 
may accurately call the “technological sublime”.31 Bloom experiences a sort of wonder and 
fear when listening to the machines in the office, while Stephen illustrates a more traditional 
listening. In a sense, this chapter illustrates a key moment in time where new listening 
practices developed alongside new technology. 
          Roars               Whistling      Whispers       Screeching      Noises           Voices of 
          Thunderings     Hissing         Murmurs       Creaking          obtained        animals and 
          Explosions        Puffing         Mumbling      Rustling            by                 people 
          Hissing roars                        Muttering       Humming         beating 
          Bangs                                   Gurgling        Crackling          on                  Shouts 
          Booms                                                        Rubbing                                 Screams 
                                                                                                      metals           Shrieks 
                  woods        Wails 
                  skins              Hoots 
                  stones            Howls 
                  pottery           Death rattles 
                  etc.                Sobs (28) 
 
30 By “private listening” I mean the sort of psychological solitude of being alone with a recording 
rather than being in a party of people listening to live music. Early commercial phonographs (and 
later, home listening phonographs) played music through tubes, delivering a “private” listening 
experience. Since sound recording was such a new technology, there wasn’t an analogue in 
popular culture. The closest analogue, as Sterne points out in The Audible Past, was stethoscope 
listening (99). 
31 Jennifer Daryl Slack and J. Macgregor Wise define the technological sublime as a sort of 
“reverence paid to machines” that is combined with “a fear of being overwhelmed, an attraction to 
the beauty of the perfection of the machine and its products, and, most of all, a reverence for the 
awesome power of the machine” (17-8). Bloom, though bothered by the printing press, seems to 
sense an autonomy in the machine that inspires a kind of fear within him; he realizes the power of 
the machine to take over the people who run it. 
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 By the 1920s, phonograph listening parties had become somewhat common, but in 
1927, Theodor Adorno insisted that “[t]he gramophone belongs to the pregnant stillness of 
individuals” and called the machine “a utensil of the private life” (“Curves” 272). In other 
words, gramophone listening is a solitary, insular activity, hence its contemporary association 
with record collecting enthusiasts such as Clarence, the eccentric record hoarder Evan 
Eisenberg documents so colorfully in The Recording Angel. The development of private 
listening did indeed seem inevitable; even the coin-operated listening booths that became 
popular in the 1890s involved a sort of private listening experience, as consumers listened to 
the same recording yet experienced the music through individual hearing tubes. Kenney has 
noted the intimacy inherent in this new mode of listening: “the ear tubes gave the listener 
the impression that the music and entertainment he or she heard was inside his or her own 
head, thereby deepening the social and psychological impact of their introduction to 
recorded sound" (24). Rather than being part of a live, responsive audience facing live, 
accomplished performers, listeners engaged with machines and were privy to a singular 
reaction to the music that issued from the machines—their own. 
 One might contend, of course, that the unpleasant clanking of newspaper machines 
has little in common with recorded music intended for pleasure, but early reviews of 
phonograph recordings suggest otherwise. Significantly, early recordings were quite noisy; 
one rarely heard the music one intended to hear without also hearing crackles, pops, and 
other unwanted sounds. Filtering out noise in early recording situations was not yet possible; 
the art of recording simply wasn’t sophisticated enough in its nascent stages to produce 
high-fidelity material in which foreground and background sounds were heard as such. 
Sterne has pointed out that the point of listening to early media “was not to produce a 
perfectly silent apparatus (which would not happen for decades). Rather, it was to produce 
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an apparatus that listeners could pretend was silent, a machine that could hear anything but 
with no voice of its own” (Audible Past 259-60). Yet for many, this didn’t seem possible. 
Sterne quotes a story published in The Reader in 1906 in which phonograph music is 
characterized as “‘an awful mechanical orgy’” and a parody of a Victor advertisement that 
noted “the deep boiler-factory cacophony of the bass” and “the shrill shrieking of the 
trebles. Every instrument sounds like a skeleton’s Charleston on a tin roof” (qtd. in Audible 
Past 272). Joyce, too, in the “Hades” episode of Ulysses, combines communication with noise 
in Bloom’s imagination of the “gramophone in every grave,” through which the living could 
communicate with their buried loved ones: “After dinner on a Sunday. Put on poor old 
greatgrandfather. Kraahraark! Hellohellohello amawfullyglad kraark awfullygladaseeagain 
hellohello amawf krpthsth” (6. 963 – 6). By 1904, to listen to a gramophone record was to 
listen to a machine and its noise in addition to the recording, itself; it was a lo-fi listening 
experience in which one had to learn the technique of filtering out noise in order to hear 
what one desired to hear. 
 In “Aeolus,” Joyce captures both the experience of listening privately and the 
experience of listening to machine noise. Here Bloom listens to and reflects on the sounds 
he encounters in a way I characterize as private listening. In other words, the act of listening 
here is not a shared experience; rather, it is limited to Bloom’s own focused listening to the 
machines in the newspaper office as well as his singular interpretation. Bloom silently 
acknowledges this solo listening experience as he attempts to speak to the foreman, Mr. 
Nannetti, through the hum and clatter of the loud machines: “Hell of a racket they make. He 
doesn’t hear it. Nannan. Iron nerves” (7. 128). Nannetti doesn’t hear the machines because 
he has become inured to them, we can assume, so the rhetorical impact of the clanking 
machines affects Bloom alone. Bloom’s experience in the first part of this chapter is very 
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much like that of early phonograph listening, when ear tubes led to a sort of individual 
experience with sound. Listening becomes a directed, private experience, singled out from 
the application of other senses and laid open for analysis.  
 In the first part of “Aeolus,” we may also read the machine noise as part of the 
chapter’s art of rhetoric. Later, in “Sirens,” Bloom will reflect on the notion that anything 
can be music, and in this episode he will think about how anything that can produce sound 
can be said to have its own language. For instance, early in the chapter, Bloom listens to the 
sounds of newspapers being mechanically sorted and folded: 
Sllt. The nethermost deck of the first machine jogged forward its flyboard with sllt 
the first batch of quirefolded papers. Sllt. Almost human the way it sllt to call 
attention. Doing its level best to speak. That door too sllt creaking, asking to be shut. 
Everything speaks in its own way. Sllt. (7. 174 - 7) 
The more traditional rhetoric we see later in the chapter has a sort of counterpart here, to 
Bloom’s ears. The noise of the machine penetrates Bloom’s internal monologue and 
momentarily consumes his attention. Joyce’s narration of the machine’s “sllt” valorizes the 
role of machine noise by making its non-human, non-musical speech take over the narrative, 
thus illustrating a listening experience that singles out the very act of listening.  
 It’s also important to note that the loud printing machines speak—to Bloom’s ears 
exclusively—a strangely musical rhetoric of power and efficiency: “The machines clanked in 
threefour time. Thump, thump, thump. Now if he got paralysed there and no-one knew how 
to stop them they’d clank on and on the same, print it over and over and up and back. 
Monkeydoodle the whole thing. Want a cool head” (7. 101 – 4). Bloom grants the machine 
authority on the basis of its volume; its so-called voice commands attention and 
consideration of its presence as something that could at any moment overtake human 
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operators: “Smash a man to atoms if they got him caught. Rule the world today” (7. 81). Its 
“speech” suggests that one must recognize its power to take over if not operated by one 
who respects that power, or in Bloom’s words one who has “a cool head.” Bloom’s 
impression of the office machines is in line with the prevalent notion in the early twentieth 
century that loud mechanical noises were associated with power and progress, as Emily 
Thompson and others have noted. 32 He respects the obnoxious rhetoric of the machine and 
waits his turn to be heard, “[s]lipping his words deftly into the pauses of the clanking” 
(7.139) in order to communicate with Mr. Nannetti and go about his day. This is one way in 
which Joyce illustrates a Dubliner “dodg[ing] the acoustic shrapnel of modern life” (Schafer 
227). 
 Yet if Bloom’s journey in “Aeolus” is shot through with Futuristic noise and 
emerging techniques of listening, Stephen’s experience is more traditional. Stephen enters 
the newspaper office slightly later than Bloom, on an errand to have Mr. Deasy’s essay on 
foot and mouth disease published. He enters the inner office into a much more “hi-fi” 
scenario than Bloom’s—that is, the office has what Schafer would call a preferable signal-to-
noise ratio. 33 The mechanical winds have been reduced to quieter sounds: an office door 
slams occasionally, and tissue papers blow about; the speech is now that of other people. 
The inner office space becomes a site of live performance with riddles, limericks, and 
speeches rehearsed for the pleasure of a live audience, and each speaker takes his turn. The 
windy rhetoric of the machines has been transformed into the windy rhetoric of words—
32 Bjisterveld notes, for instance, that early electric cars had trouble competing with gasoline-
powered vehicles because “‘the rattle and clatter of the gasoline vehicle’ impress the man on the 
street more than ‘the quiet reserve and staying qualities’ of the electric car” (36). Thompson links 
progress, in addition to power, to mechanical noise: Even “in 1920 noises were still being 
celebrated as ‘the outward indications of the qualities of civilization.’ ‘Civilization,’ it was argued, 
the greatest of all achievements, is by that token, of all, the most audible” (120). 
33 Schafer writes, “The hi-fi soundscape is one in which discrete sounds can be heard clearly 
because of the low ambient noise level. . . . [S]ounds overlap less frequently; there is 
perspective—foreground and background” (43). 
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what Frank Budgen has called “superfatted prose” (97). Professor MacHugh declares, “We 
mustn’t be led away by words, by sounds of words” (7. 483-4), indicating the aural beauty of 
rhetorically powerful speech. Until Stephen puts a stop to it by suggesting a trip to the pub, 
the men in the inner office proceed to get carried away with words, acting their modern 
counterparts to Odysseus’s men who have unleashed the mysterious bag of noisy winds. It is 
significant that the men in the second half of the episode listen to each other in a group 
setting rather than listening privately to machines, as Bloom has done earlier. 34 Through each 
example, Joyce illustrates competing ways of listening—one linked to the past, when 
listening involved a live audience and human performers, and one linked to the future, when 
the demands of technology would lead to new listening practices.  
 Like many other episodes of the novel, the last section of “Aeolus” reveals an oral 
culture alive and well in 1904 Dublin. The men in the office argue about the quality of 
current orators in comparison with those of the past, and begin to rehearse examples of fine 
oratory, enjoying both their performances and the reactions of their small audience. The first 
is J. J. O’Molloy, who recites the Seymour Bush murder trial speech, which he calls “one of 
the most polished periods I think I ever listened to in my life” (7. 747). Joyce draws attention 
to the men’s reverence, perhaps mockingly, 35 as O’Molloy prepares to speak: 
  —A few wellchosen words, Lenehan prefaced. Silence! 
  Pause. J. J. O’Molloy took out his cigarettecase. 
  False lull. Something quite ordinary. 
34 It seems important to note here that Bloom’s solitude in the office is consistent with his isolation 
in Dublin, generally. Made an outsider by his Jewish background, he never seems to fit into group 
settings. Stephen, himself a former self-exiled citizen of Dublin, is more accepted by the other 
men than Bloom is. 
35 I write “perhaps mockingly” here because there is a wide gap in significance between a man 
repeating a speech in a newspaper office and the reference to Moses implied by Joyce’s use of 
the word “Messenger” here. As Gifford’s note explains, “J. J. O’Molloy is about to deliver a 
message; and in a much higher sense, Moses was ‘God’s messenger,’ receiving the tables of the 
Law on Mount Sinai and being charged with transmitting them to the children of Israel” (146). 
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  Messenger took out his matchbox thoughtfully and lit his cigar. 
  I have often thought since on looking back over that strange time that  
it was that small act, trivial in itself, that striking of that match, that determined the 
whole aftercourse of both our lives. (7. 759 – 64) 
In silence the men take in the performance, which O’Molloy presents skillfully, we are told, 
“moulding his words” (7.767) and concluding with an elegant gesture: “His slim hand with a 
wave graced echo and fall” (7.772). Stephen responds with a blush, “his blood wooed by 
grace of language and gesture” (7. 776). Along with the other men, he listens patiently 
through Professor MacHugh’s lengthier performance of a John F. Taylor speech delivered 
“at the college historical society” (7. 793). Once again, Joyce describes the audience as 
enraptured: “His listeners held their cigarettes poised to hear, their smokes ascending in frail 
stalks that flowered with his speech. And let our crooked smokes. Noble words coming. Look 
out. Could you try your hand at it yourself?” (7. 834 – 7) This is Stephen’s reflection on the 
professor’s speech, as he will indeed try his hand at his own brand of oratory as the men 
leave for the pub.  
 The Taylor speech, which compares Britain’s cultural domination over Ireland to the 
Egyptians’ attempt to assimilate the Jews, will lose its grip on Stephen by the time the 
professor concludes his performance of it, in another contrast to Bloom’s awe in the 
presence of loud machinery. Stephen bitterly reflects on the emptiness of rhetorical grace, as 
shown in his reference to the “tribune,” political leader Daniel O’Connell, whose attempts to 
lead Ireland to repeal England’s Act of Union in 1800 failed. As Gifford writes, 
“O’Connell’s words have been ‘scattered’ in the sense that his reliance on and hope for an 
orderly constitutional achievement of repeal (and a measure of independence for Ireland) 
were, to say the least, blasted, and his words, for all their oratorical success, wasted” (150). 
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“The tribune’s words, howled and scattered to the four winds,” Stephen reflects. “A people 
sheltered within his voice. Dead noise” (7. 881 – 2). For Stephen, history has made such 
beautiful language useless, despite its charms. After considering the futility of Professor 
MacHugh’s high-flown, beautiful words, Stephen remembers that he has just received his 
pay and ushers the men off to what Lenehan joyfully calls the “boosingshed” (7.892). En 
route he will counter the other men’s lofty rhetoric with his own more prosaic, corporeal 
Parable of the Plums, a story of Anne Kearns and Florence MacCabe, two ordinary “elderly and 
pious” Dublin virgins on a journey to see Nelson’s pillar in Dublin (7. 923). As Budgen 
notes, Stephen’s parable “is a realistic, grotesque sketch of Dublin life and evidently it 
puzzles his hearers as much as it pleases them. They expect a literary point of some sort but 
there is none. The point lies in the seeing of it” (99). Stephen’s more realistic tale concludes 
the chapter as well as its windy rhetoric, though he keeps the men as attentive to his words 
as he had been to theirs: 
 —Call it, wait, the professor said, opening his long lips wide to reflect. Call  
 it, let me see. Call it: Deus nobis haec otia fecit. 
 —No, Stephen said. I call it A Pisgah Sight of Palestine or The Parable of  
The Plums. 
—I see, the professor said. 
  He laughed richly. 
—I see, he said again with new pleasure. Moses and the promised land. We gave him 
that idea, he added to J. J. O’Molloy. (7. 1055 – 1062) 
Stephen refuses the professor’s attempt at giving his tale a Latin title that translates “god has 
made this peace” (Gifford 153), preferring the more grounded—if less rhetorically 
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compelling—Parable of The Plums. Group performance and auscultation36 take precedence 
over private listening in this latter part of “Aeolus,” where the pleasure of doing both is 
reciprocal. Such live settings for oral performance with attentive audiences, while never 
disappearing, of course, begin to face competition from more private ways of listening 
around the turn of the twentieth century—in particular, ways that involve listening to 
machines rather than the speech or music of others. In his chapter on windy speech, Joyce 
captures both; for the windy isle of Aeolus easily finds its modern counterpart in both 
machine and human “speech.” 
That Joyce’s aural map of 1904 Dublin in “Aeolus” illustrates both private and public 
ways of listening is not surprising. Evan Eisenberg has pinpointed 1906 as the year that 
music—and we could include other recorded oral performances, as well—became “a thing” 
(16). In other words, this is around the time when sound recordings as commodities began 
to compete with live performances, leading to more private listening experiences. It is also 
around the time when, as Thompson, Bjisterveld, and others have noted, loud machinery 
began to drastically alter city soundscapes. Despite Kittler’s sense that one technology could 
come to replace another—such as a recording supplanting a book—Chris Otter has 
convincingly argued that history shows otherwise. “New technologies never fully or 
immediately replace old ones,” he claims; “there is never a point of rupture dividing, say, the 
'age of electricity' from 'the age of gas' or 'the age of tallow.' Instead, technologies, as they 
become embedded and integrated into everyday practice, become superimposed over, and 
36 In arguing for a critical language that allows scholars to refer specifically to the act of listening 
in a literary text, Melba Cuddy-Keane has proposed the term “‘auscultation’ in its primary, 
nonmedical sense, as an appropriate term for analyzing the reception of sound in literary texts. 
Auscultation, the action of listening, would parallel focalization; auscultize (as opposed to 
focalize) would be the verb signifying the presentation of sound as listened to; and auscultator (as 
opposed to focalizer) would signify the person doing the listening” (71). 
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slightly displace, older artifacts” (261). This lack of clear and precise technological rupture is 
evident throughout the narrative of “Aeolus,” as new ways of listening seem to add to rather 
than detract from traditional practices.  
 Media as Medium: Ghosts in the Gramophone in “Circe”   
 In many ways, the “Circe” episode is the ultimate showcase of Joyce’s modern 
innovation in Ulysses; Budgen has called it “the strangest and in many ways the strongest 
episode” in the novel (231). In a sense it is the climax of the novel’s narrative action: 
Stephen will find his surrogate father; Bloom, his surrogate son. Sober and concerned, 
Bloom follows an already inebriated Stephen through Dublin’s Nighttown, safeguarding the 
younger man’s money, preventing him from overpaying Bella Cohen for the damage he 
causes at her brothel, and keeping him from getting into too much trouble with two 
quarrelsome British soldiers. “Circe” is also a chapter where hallucinated ghosts, present in 
memories and dreams from the first pages of the Telemachiad, reveal themselves to Stephen 
and Bloom. One of Joyce’s methods for his technique of hallucination in this chapter 
involves mechanical sound playback technology; mechanical instruments help to summon 
the dead in “Circe,” playing on both the novel’s persistent theme of metempsychosis and the 
cultural association of sound recording technology with the immortalization of the dead in 
the early twentieth century. 
 From one perspective, Ulysses in its entirety could be said to be a book of ghosts, 
given its framing narrative of The Odyssey. As Richard Ellmann has noted, “That the dead do 
not stay buried is, in fact, a theme of Joyce from the beginning to the end of his work. . . . 
We can be at the same time in death as well as in life” (James Joyce 244). Joyce’s method for 
reviving dead Greek heroes and locating them among the living in Dublin, Ireland involves 
the doctrine of metempsychosis, which Joyce introduces as a key theme in the “Calypso” 
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episode. Molly searches for the word she has read in a cheap romance novel and asks Bloom 
about it: 
 —Here, she said. What does that mean?         
     He leaned downward and read near her polished thumbnail. 
 —Metempsychosis? 
 —Yes. Who’s he when he’s at home? 
—Metempsychosis, he said, frowning. It’s Greek: from the Greek. That means the 
transmigration of souls. 
 —O, rocks! she said. Tell us in plain words. . . . (4. 337 – 43) 
After giving it further thought, Bloom will explain the concept “in plain words”: “—Some 
people believe, he said, that we go on living in another body after death, that we lived before. 
They call it reincarnation. That we all lived before on the earth thousands of years ago or 
some other planet. They say we have forgotten it. Some say they remember their past lives” 
(4. 362 – 5). Hugh Kenner points out that the word “metempsychosis,” or Molly’s version of 
it, “met him pike hoses,” reappears no fewer than seven times throughout the novel’s 
eighteen chapters (Ulysses 82). A more detailed definition of metempsychosis that also may 
provide further insight into Joyce’s use of the doctrine in his epic can be found in Book X of 
Plato’s Republic, which Kenner has called “that prime metempsychotic text” that helped to 
popularize the doctrine in Western society (29). In Book X we learn through Socrates’ 
dialogue with Glaucon that each soul on earth is immortal and that, since the soul never dies, 
“the number of souls will always be the same” (186). Socrates proceeds by recounting the 
story of Er, who died in battle only to return to life with a direct account of “what he had 
seen over there on the other side” (189). Er witnessed the souls of dead men choosing from 
“lives of all sorts of animals and all sorts of men” whose “quality of soul was not fixed in 
them [since] a soul taking up a different life necessarily becomes different” (192-193). Each 
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soul is responsible for choosing their soul’s next vessel wisely, “his eyes fixed on the 
innermost being of the soul, naming as worse a life which will have a tendency to make it 
more unjust, and as better one which will make it more just” (193). Er finally observes 
several souls of recently deceased men choose their next lives, and the last of these is the 
soul of Odysseus:  
From memory of the toils of its last life, it had no longer any ambition, and went 
about everywhere in search of the quiet life of a private person, and was a long time 
looking till it saw it at last in some out-of-the-way place untouched by the others, 
and, on seeing it, said that it would have done the same if it had had the first 
number, and took it gladly.” (195) 
Er observes many souls drink water from the River of Unmindfulness after choosing their 
new forms “so that all memory of everything went from them”; after a brief repose, “there 
was a sound of thunder and a shaking of the earth, and they were suddenly sent away… up 
to their birth, like quickly moving stars” (196). It is according to this mythical logic that 
Kenner has been able to remark with certainty that “we are to think that Bloom is no 
imitation Ulysses but Ulysses reborn. Bloom is Ulysses again” (29). And so it follows that 
Stephen and Molly are reincarnations of Telemachus and Penelope, respectively.  
 Read in the context of a culture that associated sound playback technology with the 
resurrection of the dead, the mythic structure of Ulysses takes on even greater significance. 
Bloom alludes to this association obliquely in the passage near the end of the “Hades” 
episode where he imagines the memory function of the “gramophone in every grave”: 
“Remind you of the voice like the photograph reminds you of the face. Otherwise you 
couldn’t remember the face after fifteen years, say” (6. 963 – 8). As Michael North has 
pointed out in passing, preservation of the voice of dead relatives was a goal marketed by 
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early phonograph companies such as Darbycord (29). After all, the year that saw the 
publication of Ulysses was also the year, as North reminds us, “of the first truly modern 
media event”: the discovery of King Tutankhamen’s tomb and its well-publicized excavation 
(19). Resurrection of the dead had become a popular subject of concern as well as a scientific 
one, and it was at the root of modern sound recording technology in late Victorian society. 
 One of the first mentions of Edison’s phonograph appears in the November 1877 
edition of Scientific American, in the form of a letter to the editor penned by Edison’s 
associate, electrician Edward H. Johnson. In his letter, Johnson makes an overt connection 
between death and the phonograph’s ability to record the human voice: “A speech delivered 
into the mouthpiece of this apparatus may fifty years hence—long after the original speaker 
is dead—be reproduced audibly to an audience with sufficient fidelity to make the voice 
easily recognizable by those who were familiar with the original” (304). Johnson imagined 
that once the machine was perfected beyond its “crude” state, the machine would become 
able to circumvent the strictures of time and space. A brief article that accompanies the letter 
emphasizes the connection of the technology to death:  
That the voices of those who departed before the invention of the wonderful 
apparatus described in the letter given below are forever stilled is too obvious a truth; 
but whoever has spoken or whoever may speak into the mouthpiece of the 
phonograph, and whose words are recorded by it, has the assurance that his speech 
may be reproduced audibly in his own tones long after he himself has turned to dust. 
The possibility is simply startling. A strip of indented paper travels through a little 
machine, the sounds of the latter are magnified, and our great grandchildren or 
posterity centuries hence hear us as plainly as if we were present. Speech has 
become, as it were, immortal. (304) 
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Of course, early reports of the capabilities of the phonograph are often more imaginative 
than factual. The delicate, ghostly qualities of early recordings couldn’t have hurt their 
popular association with the realm of the dead. We have seen with Rilke that this association 
was key for artists. As Sterne has noted, “[w]riters imagined that the technology finally set 
free the voices of the dead, but this permanence in the technology or the medium was more 
imagined than real” (288-9). Joyce mines this (half-imaginative, half-realistic) association, as 
he has done with so many other ideas and techniques, to parodic effect in the “Circe” 
episode. The megaphone, the phonograph, and the pianola become important devices for 
both forwarding the plot of the chapter toward its climax and infusing it with hallucinations 
of the dead. Indeed, these mechanical instruments serve as séance devices that erase 
distinctions between past (the dead) and present (the living) for both Bloom and Stephen. 
Sebastian D. G. Knowles has argued that the “Circe” episode illustrates Joyce’s shock and 
fear of the gramophone,37 but I contend that his use of mechanical instruments to aid in the 
process of eternal return is one of his greatest jokes in Ulysses.  
 There is evidence from both Joyce and Budgen that mechanical instruments were 
meant to play a significant part in “Circe.” The author seemed to have his antennae raised 
when he and Budgen were serenaded by a mechanical piano while dining in Paris one day. 
Budgen recalls Joyce’s fascination with the pianola, especially its ghostly qualities: “Sitting 
with Joyce one day in a little café in the rue de Grenelle our conversation was interrupted by 
the fierce pounding of an electric piano garnished with colored lights. ‘Look!’ said Joyce. 
‘That’s Bella Cohen’s pianola. What a fantastic effect! All the keys moving and nobody 
playing’” (234). We see an echo of this incident in a letter Joyce wrote to Budgen, dated 10 
37 Knowles writes, “Far from creating the ‘Shock of the New,’ as Robert Hughes famously puts it, 
modernists were shocked by the new, afraid of this new technology, distrustful of its disembodied 
voice and its claims to immortality” (“Death” 2).  
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December 1920, in which he asks Budgen to locate the sheet music for “My Girl’s a 
Yorkshire Girl,” the song that plays on Bella Cohen’s brothel pianola just before Stephen 
sees an apparition of his mother. In his letter to Budgen, Joyce writes:  
The whirligig movement in Circe is on the refrain My Girl’s a Yorkshire etc, but to 
unify the action the preceding pas seul of S. D. which I intended to balance on the 
gramophone of the opposite kip should be on the air of that same ditty played on 
Mrs Cohen’s pianola with lights. I enclose 10 francs. Will you be so kind as to apply 
to any vendor (a big one) of musichall airs. It was popular between 1904 and 1908. I 
want words and music. I have a piano here and telephone. (Ellmann, Selected Letters 
274) 
“The whirligig movement” described here is Stephen’s dance with Zoe and then his 
drunkenly gleeful pas seul, or solo dance, to the audiovisual spectacle of the pianola’s 
“changing lights” and a jaunty waltz about a sweetheart with many beaus. The published 
version of the novel shows that Joyce’s plan for balancing the dancing action on two 
mechanical instruments across the street from each other changed, though both instruments 
serve the similar purpose of calling forth the dead. In “Circe” the once-mystical process of 
metempsychosis, which Plato described as being activated with “a sound of thunder and a 
shaking of the earth” before recycled souls “were suddenly sent away… up to their birth” 
(196), has been made possible by technology. Just as Stephen saw a telephone cord as an 
improvement on the umbilical cord’s connectedness to the past (“Edenville”) in “Proteus,” 
mechanical instruments render flimsy the once rigid borders of time and space, and by 
extension, the living and the dead.  
Theodore Purefoy could be said to refer to the unnatural power of technology—and 
to be a mouthpiece for Joycean hyperbole—when he appears in condemnation of Bloom in 
one of the chapter’s many hallucinations: “He employs a mechanical device to frustrate the 
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sacred ends of nature” (15. 1741-2). Knowles has suggested that this line refers to the 
gramophone and that “the sacred ends are those of art” (“Death” 3), meaning that the 
gramophone with its canned music had come to replace the impact of live performance and 
the skill behind it. 38 Yet within the context of the chapter’s ghosts, it seems more probable 
that Joyce meant for Purefoy’s accusation to be more literal: he refers not to one but to 
several mechanical devices—the megaphone, the gramophone, and the pianola, all of which 
had associations with a strange sort of magic—and his claim about “frustrat[ing] the sacred 
ends of nature” (15. 1741-2) refers to the unnatural ghostly conjurings of the dead. We can 
imagine that Purefoy is parroting the view of people who distrusted the new technology, 
people who thought not that the gramophone was going to destroy art, but that it was going 
to immortalize the dead through a sort of wicked art, dispensing with the power of a 
benevolent God. 
 The gramophone is not out of place in the surreal setting of “Circe,” which is itself a 
space that seems to exist outside of time; it is the red light district in Dublin, and it is also a 
sort of underworld39 as well as a playground for the fantastic. We see the instrument before 
we hear it, just as Bloom walks through the archway that is “hellsgates” and past a quartet of 
obscenely taunting prostitutes: “He plodges through their sump towards the lighted street beyond. From 
a bulge of window curtains a gramophone rears a battered brazen trunk” (15. 604-6). Later the 
gramophone will play “The Holy City” rather than “My Girl’s a Yorkshire Girl,” as Joyce 
38 More specifically, Knowles thinks that Joyce is referencing John Philip Sousa’s anti-
gramophone essay “The Menace of Mechanical Music,” published in Appleton’s in 1906, yet it 
seems clear to me that Sousa’s main concern in his article was the lack of rights a composer had 
to the recording and commercial distribution of his or her compositions. As Katz writes, copyright 
laws were rather vague at the time Sousa wrote this highly publicized piece (Taylor et al. 27-8). 
39 We are told in an aside resembling theater stage directions that as Bloom enters Nighttown he 
is “[f]ollowed by the whining dog” as “he walks on towards hellsgates” (15. 577-8). 
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had initially planned, but here it helps to set the surreal scene where mystery, magic, and a 
sort of nightmare logic prevail. 
 The first link between sound technology, the dead, and metempsychosis in “Circe” 
occurs in the scene where Bloom hallucinates Paddy Dignam’s presence. In this section 
characters explain how the dead come to life—through metempsychosis—and events 
illustrate how mechanical instruments can aid in this mysterious process—by calling directly 
to the dead. Just before Dignam appears, Bloom is accused of many crimes—partly because 
of his dark clothing, which he wears in mourning. Second Watch says, “And in black. A 
Mormon. Anarchist” (15.1156), and the Crier adds, “Whereas Leopold Bloom of no fixed 
abode is a wellknown dynamitard, forger, bigamist, bawd and cuckold and a public nuisance 
to the citizens of Dublin” (15. 1158-60). As Bloom becomes desperate to defend himself, the 
beagle that has been following him through Nighttown transforms into Paddy Dignam, 
whose funeral Bloom has attended earlier, in the “Hades” episode. In Bloom’s (and later in 
Stephen’s) hallucinations, recently deceased loved ones do not reappear as pristine versions 
of themselves; they are rather horrifyingly decomposed and offensive to every sense. Paddy 
Dignam, for instance, “exhales a putrid carcasefed breath. . . . Half of one ear, all the nose and both 
thumbs are ghouleaten” (15. 1205-8). Dignam verifies Bloom’s presence at his own funeral, to 
the surprise of the Second Watch. Six lines explain how, according to Joyce’s method in this 
episode, the dead are made to live in “Circe”: 
PADDY DIGNAM 
  Bloom, I am Paddy Dignam’s spirit. List, list, O list! 
BLOOM 
  The voice is the voice of Esau. 
SECOND WATCH 
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  (blesses himself) How is that possible? 
FIRST WATCH 
  It is not in the penny catechism. 
PADDY DIGNAM 
  By metempsychosis. Spooks. 
A VOICE 
  O rocks. (15. 1217-28) 
We recognize the reference to metempsychosis and the response “O rocks” from Molly and 
Bloom’s conversation in “Calypso,” and they represent an important key to the resurrection 
of souls in “Circe.” The theme of metempsychosis has been consistently present throughout 
the novel, but its method has changed according to Joyce’s art and technique in each 
chapter. According to Joyce’s playful method, one of the ways the dead are brought back to 
life (or, in Dignam’s case, sent back to the grave) is through the art of mechanical sound 
reproduction. In Bloom’s hallucination of Dignam, John O’Connell, the undertaker from 
“Hades,” could be said to command Dignam back to the grave with his megaphone: 
“(foghorns stormily through his megaphone) Dignam, Patrick T, deceased” (15. 1244).40 What 
happens next is a clear reference both to Bloom’s earlier “gramophone in every grave” 
reverie in “Hades” and Francis Barraud’s famous painting now known as His Master’s Voice, 
which became synonymous with phonograph recordings after Emile Berliner’s Gramophone 
Company bought the rights to the painting in 1900. 41 In this fantastic scene, where Dignam 
40 Edison’s megaphone wasn’t nearly the object of public fascination that the phonograph was, 
but its significance still rang clear. In August of 1978, Scientific American ran a piece on the 
megaphone that sounds similar to Theodore Purefoy’s indictment against Bloom: “From the time 
of the first man until now, men have endeavored to circumvent nature so as to grasp that which 
the unaided faculties could never attain” (111). The writer also notes the way in which the device 
eliminates “the distance of 1 ½ to 2 miles” (114). 
41  The initial painting features a dog, “Nippers,” atop a coffin, suggesting that the dog’s head is 
tilted because he recognizes the voice of his “master” coming from the phonograph horn. 
Adorno’s famous contention in his 1927 essay “The Curves of the Needle” is that the image “is 
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has become a nightmarish composite of himself, Esau, and Nippers the dog, O’Connell uses 
his megaphone to open a sort of portal through which Dignam can return to his grave. It is 
almost a kind of reverse metempsychosis: 
PADDY DIGNAM 
(with pricked up ears, winces) Overtones. (he wriggles forward and places an ear to the ground) 
My master’s voice! 
JOHN O’CONNELL 
Burial docket letter number U. P. eightyfive thousand. Field seventeen. House of 
Keys. Plot, one hundred and one. 
(Paddy Dignam listens with visible effort, thinking, his tail stiffpointed, his ears cocked.) 
        PADDY DIGNAM 
 Pray for the repose of his soul. 
(He worms down through a coalhole, his brown habit trailing its tether over rattling 
pebbles. After him toddles an obese grandfather rat on fungus turtle paws under a grey 
carapace. Dignam’s voice, muffled, is heard baying under ground: Dignam’s dead and 
gone below. (15. 45-59) 
In Bloom’s wildly hallucinating mind, metempsychosis, which has been on his mind since his 
earlier conversation with Molly, piggybacks on his association between sound technology—
here represented by the megaphone and the gramophone Joyce implies is in Dignam’s 
grave—and resurrection. Sterne writes that “[t]he chance to hear ‘the voices of the dead’ as a 
figure of the possibilities of sound recording appears with morbid regularity in technical 
descriptions, advertisements, announcements, circulars, philosophical speculations, and 
the right emblem for the primordial affect which the gramophone stimulated and which perhaps 
even gave rise to the gramophone in the first place” because “[w]hat the gramophone listener 
actually wants to hear is himself, and the artist merely offers him a substitute for the sounding 
image of his own person, which he would like to safeguard as a possession” (274). In Bloom’s 
hallucination, the Dignam/Esau/dog does hear himself—ostensibly from the gramophone in the 
grave. 
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practical descriptions” (Audible Past 289). We can certainly assume, though there is no 
explicit mention of where Bloom learned to associate sound technologies with death and 
immortality, that it was a common association at the time. He is, after all, an ad man and a 
democratic observer of the world around him; advertising slogans, musichall songs, operatic 
airs, and newspaper headlines float through his consciousness throughout the day. In 
“Circe” they become a hallucinatory soup of signifiers and references. 
 Later in “Circe,” the gramophone sets the stage for the chapter’s climax—when the 
ghost of Stephen’s mother appears after his dance of death to a tune on the pianola—with 
what functions as an invocation to the dead. As we have already seen with Dignam’s return 
to the grave, the gramophone is evoked to open a sort of portal between the dead and the 
living. Joyce illustrates this more explicitly with the gramophone that “begins to blare The Holy 
City” out in the street (15. 2115). With its line “the new Jerusalem,” the song echoes a 
variation of a phrase from Bloom’s earlier fantasy when he claims his adoring audience of 
Dubliners will “ere long enter into the golden city which is to be, the new Bloomusalem in 
the Nova Hibernia of the future” (15. 1543-5). When the gramophone begins to sound “The 
Holy City” out into the streets, however, we are between hallucinations, or in real time, 
illustrated by Stephen’s cursing of “that fellow’s noise in the street” (15. 2120), ostensibly the 
gramophone. The machine is granted the status of a deity here, cutting through Nighttown’s 
heavy fog and street noise; there are whispers of the Antichrist and the end of the world as 
the gramophone is granted the agency to exclaim “Jerusalem! / Open your gates and sing / 
Hosanna . . . .” (15. 2171-3). The lyrics to the original hymn describe a mystical heaven on 
earth, which I argue functions literally in “Circe,” given the chapter’s many ghosts:  
And once again the scene was changed, 
   New earth there seemed to be. 
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I saw the Holy City 
   Beside the tideless sea. 
The light of God was on its streets, 
   The gates were open wide, 
And all who would might enter, 
   And no one was denied. [emphasis added] (Adams et al) 
From the hymn’s first verse to its last, the scene changes three times: in the first, the speaker 
imagines “old Jerusalem / Beside the temple there”; in the second, the streets of old 
Jerusalem have emptied, and the speaker notices “the shadow of a cross. . . / Upon a lonely 
hill. By the third, the speaker sees the “[n]ew earth” of “the new Jerusalem,” where “the 
gates were open wide” and “no one was denied.” In this new “Bloomusalem,” which we 
may understand to be Nighttown, all are welcome—a line that Joyce seems to mean literally. 
The song sounds out surreally, almost ominously, in the chapter of Circe’s poisoned pigs, 
and there is the sense that, for the characters, whatever is behind the gates on one side may 
not be welcome on the other. Such is the mystical, democratic “come all ye” of the 
gramophone. Eisenberg has noted that “[i]n primitive magic the spirits whose powers are 
enlisted are nature spirits or the spirits of the dead. There is an echo of this in phonographic 
magic, lending it a certain eerieness. Record listening is a séance where we get to choose our 
ghosts” (57). Joyce retains the classic association of phonography with the dead, but he 
perverts the notion of choice for his characters, as an odd selection of ghosts parade through 
what remains of the chapter. If “all who would might enter” the surreal new “Bloomusalem” 
after the gramophone’s invocation, “all who would” include Elijah, who traditionally 
presages the second coming of Christ; Bloom’s grandfather Virag who enjoys a brief time in 
Bella Cohen’s brothel; Stephen’s mother, May Dedalus née Goulding; Father Conmee (from 
A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man), who pops out of the pianola “coffin” and, finally, 
Bloom’s son Rudy, whose innocent, idyllic appearance concludes the chapter. The “sacred 
ends of nature” in this context means natural death without resurrection until Christ’s return; 
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in Joyce’s fantasyland the gramophone is the “mechanical device” that frustrates the plan 
(15. 1741-2), resurrecting the dead and drowning out songs of praise to God with its 
comically raspy warbling (15. 2211-2). 
 The most significant ghostly appearance in “Circe” is that of May Dedalus, who 
inspires enough real horror in her son to mark the chapter’s climax, and arguably the novel’s, 
as well. This is the scene, after all, where Stephen finds his surrogate father in Bloom, who 
has decided to take care of the drunken young man. Stephen has been thinking about his 
mother all day; in the “Telemachus” episode we see that he is particularly haunted by the 
memory of her grisly last moments, when he sat by her deathbed refusing to pray for her 
soul:  
     In a dream, silently, she had come to him, her wasted body within its loose 
graveclothes giving off an odour of wax and rosewood, her breath, bent over him 
with mute secret words, a faint odour of wetted ashes.      
Her glazing eyes, staring out of death, to shake and bend my soul. On me alone. 
The ghostcandle to light her agony. Ghostly light on the tortured face. Her hoarse 
loud breath rattling in horror, while all prayed on their knees. Her eyes on me to 
strike me down. (1. 270-6) 
This memory becomes a motif throughout the novel, reappearing in snatches for Stephen, 
and it may certainly be said to be part history’s “nightmare from which [he] is trying to 
awake” (2. 377). In “Circe” Stephen’s memory and nightmare of his mother coalesce into a 
vivid hallucination prompted by an unintentional sort of séance as Zoe plays “My Girl’s a 
Yorkshire Girl” on the pianola with the flashing lights. Rather than to match the tune on the 
pianola to that of the gramophone in a brothel across the street, as Joyce had initially 
intended, he matches it to the action in the street: Cissy Caffrey and Privates Carr and 
Compton, we are told, “pass beneath the windows, singing in discord” (15. 3995 – 6), and their song 
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inspires Zoe to play the same song inside Bella Cohen’s brothel. As the others tire from 
dancing, Stephen continues, announcing “Dance of death” (15. 4139). Immediately 
thereafter, May Dedalus appears—to Stephen, only—called forth by the pianola’s invocation 
accompanied by Stephen’s pas seul. Like Paddy Dignam in Bloom’s hallucination, she is a 
decaying version of her living self, horrifying to every sense: 
(Stephen’s mother, emaciated, rises stark through the floor, in leper grey with a wreath of faded 
orangeblossoms and a torn bridal veil, her face worn and noseless, green with gravemould. Her hair 
is scant and lank. She fixes her bluecircled hollow eyesockets on Stephen and opens her toothless 
mouth uttering a silent word. A choir of virgins and confessors sing voicelessly.) (15. 4157-62) 
Buck Mulligan appears to mock Stephen, and May Dedalus identifies herself: 
THE MOTHER 
(with the subtle smile of death’s madness) I was once the beautiful May Goulding. I am 
dead. 
STEPHEN 
(horrorstruck) Lemur, who are you? No. What bogeyman’s trick is this? (15. 4172-6) 
 
The “bogeyman’s trick” has been, so to speak, played by the pianola, which Joyce has 
infused with all of the electronic device’s cultural associations from the time. In the world of 
“Circe,” the pianola song and Stephen’s dance function as a séance, conjuring in ghastly 
form the woman whose memory has been haunting Stephen all day. Having rejected her 
pleas with him to pray for her once, at her deathbed, Stephen must now reject her again, also 
repeating his decision in Portrait to serve art rather than God: 
THE MOTHER 
(with smouldering eyes) Repent! O, the fire of hell!. . . 
      STEPHEN 
 Ah non, par exemple! The intellectual imagination! With me all or not at all. Non serviam! 
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Stephen will end the undesired séance by crashing his ashplant into the chandelier, closing 
the imaginary portal that made his mother’s presence possible: “(He lifts his ashplant high with 
both hands and smashes the chandelier. Time’s livid final flame leaps and, in the following darkness, ruin of 
all space, shattered glass and toppling masonry.)” (15. 4243 – 5). This is the key moment in the 
novel where Bloom will step in to defend and care for Stephen, for Stephen has, in the real 
world, broken Bella Cohen’s lamp. Bloom reasons with Bella to keep her from overcharging 
Stephen, and then follows him out into the street to keep the contentious British soldiers 
from seriously injuring him.     
 Despite the seriousness of this incident for Stephen—his mother’s apparition is, 
after all, very real to him—Joyce’s use of the gramophone and other sound reproduction 
media to revive the dead in “Circe” is evidence of his imaginative playfulness as well as his 
tendency to use any technique that could become a vehicle for narrative. 42 The former point 
is illustrated both by the gramophone’s horribly scratchy sound, which Joyce showcases 
every time it is mentioned, and by the over-the-top role that the device plays in the chapter. 
For instance, Elijah’s attempt to lead Dublin’s red light district in a hymn to God is 
interrupted by a gramophone, but that gramophone is not portrayed as a true-to-life, high 
fidelity reproduction of sound. It is portrayed as the opposite: 
ELIJAH 
 Now then our glory song. All join heartily in the singing. Encore! (he sings) Jeru…. 
THE GRAMOPHONE 
(drowning his voice) Whorusalaminyourhighhohhhh … (the disc rasps gratingly against the 
needle) 
42 Joyce once said something along these lines to Gilbert: “'From my point of view, it hardly 
matters whether the technique is “veracious” or not; it has served me as a bridge over which to 
march my eighteen episodes, and, once I have got my troops across, the opposing forces can, for 
all I care, blow the bridge sky-high'" (qtd. in Ellmann, James Joyce 528). 
55 
 
                                                 
                                                                                                                                                  
       THE THREE WHORES 
 (covering their ears, squawk) Ahhkkk! 
A similar poor quality is illustrated in Bloom’s daydream about the gramophone in the grave 
in “Hades.” By revealing the instrument’s flaws, Joyce removes it from any serious position 
of power, using it to further the narrative while simultaneously revealing the thinness of any 
cultural argument that it had the power to immortalize humanity. What is more, it casts 
serious doubt on the notion that the dead need to be immortalized in such an imperfect way, 
his having done it so well on the page. Joyce’s use of the gramophone and other sound 
reproduction media in this chapter, then, is both parody and evidence of how far his 
imagination was inspired by cultural associations about sound recordings and death. 
Realizing the sensationalism inherent in claims about the power of modern recording devices 
to preserve the dead, Joyce pushed those claims as far as he could, but it seems clear that he 
was also laughing at the whole venture. It is a prime example of what Cheryl Herr means 
when she writes that “[t]he simulation of cultural form and operation in [Joyce’s] narratives 
makes his mimeses speak their social burden even while the fictions re-perform those 
communications in critical burlesque” (5). In other words, Joyce mimics realistic scenarios 
while also parodying them, sending up their ridiculousness by exaggerating their claims.  
 Knowles has called attention to the fact that some of modernism’s most famous 
writers—Eliot, Woolf, and Joyce among them—began their lives and developed into adults 
alongside the development of sound recording technology “as the art of recording on both 
sides of the Atlantic became more sensitive.” He also states that “the gramophone brought 
death, was a kind of death: the opposite of what they were writing for and a direct threat to 
their writing lives” (“Death” 2). I find, rather, that Joyce’s work displays an impish humor 
toward the gramophone and the changes it brought to modern life. As with most things—
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doctrines, politics, and artistic movements included—he seemed to be interested in how he 
could use it in his work, especially given his experience in a time where sound written on the 
page retained more authority than aural recordings. Budgen writes that readers will find 
“hints of all practices in Ulysses—cubism, futurism, simultanism, dadaism and the rest—and 
this is the clearest proof that he was attached to none of the schools that followed them” 
(198). As illustrated by Joyce’s confidence that he could create music with words on the 
page, he saw his world and all its people, creeds, beliefs, and inventions as fodder for 
translation into narrative—hardly threatened but moreso challenged and inspired. Strangely, 
in Ulysses Joyce seems to have anticipated Kittler’s claim that, “[o]nce memories and dreams, 
the dead and ghosts, become technically reproducible, reader and writers no longer need the 
powers of hallucination. Our realm of the dead has withdrawn from the books in which it 
resided for so long” (10). For what is Ulysses if not a sensual book full of the dead, 
immortalized and infused with the present and with life, a reinvention so carefully wrought 
as to inspire the sort of hallucination Kittler—along with others from Joyce’s own time—
thought had vanished from the page?  
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Chapter 3: 
Mrs. Dalloway , London Soundscapes, and Early Phonograph Listening Techniques 
“Machines are now a part of life, it is proper that men should feel something about them; 
there would be something weak about art if it couldn’t deal with this new content.” —Ezra 
Pound43 
 
In her 1940 essay “Thoughts on Peace in an Air Raid,” Virginia Woolf notes the 
associative power of sound. The loud aircraft buzzing overhead—or “hornets”—should 
“compel one to think about peace” (183). Woolf designates a “hornet” as an aural stimulus, 
and a “mind-hornet” as an internal re-sounding of a memory or ingrained principle the 
stimulus provokes: “the hornet in the sky rouses another hornet in the mind” (183-5). Woolf 
demonstrates this distinction in her passage about the young British airman, who, she writes, 
should recall the voices of his past when hearing pro-war propaganda broadcasts: “The 
young airman up in the sky is driven not only by the voices of the loudspeakers; he is driven 
by voices in himself—ancient instincts, instincts fostered and cherished by education and 
tradition” (185). A loud stimulus, in other words, should evoke an equally loud inner moral 
voice. Woolf frequently records such responses to sonicity in her fiction, and while the 
“mind-hornets” are not always the response of inner moral voices, they are always intimate 
and subjective. In Mrs. Dalloway, in particular, readers often learn about characters’ histories, 
thought patterns, and current mental states by reading the ways they respond to various 
“sound events,” a term environmental musicologist R. Murray Schafer uses to define the 
analysis of “individual sounds in order to consider their associative meanings as signals, 
symbols, keynotes, or soundmarks” (131). 44 The characters in Woolf’s London listen 
collectively at times, but they hear and interpret individually, perhaps answering Sally Seton’s 
43 Pound 53. 
44 In this essay, I use the phrase to refer to a situation in which a character notices and reflects on 
a sound in some way. For instance, characters regard the car, the airplane, and the sounds of the 
city with interest. 
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penetrating question near the end of the novel: “for what can one know even of the people 
one lives with every day?” (192) As Woolf suggests in Mrs. Dalloway, never as much as we 
might think. 
 In this essay, I examine how characters in Mrs. Dalloway listen in different and private 
ways. The way Woolf writes about aurality and listening is original, I argue, preceded not by 
any literary work but by hearing techniques that developed with the increasing public 
consumption of audio recordings. That is, a fascinating parallel to Woolf’s narrative method 
is evident in early twentieth century phonograph listening methods. As Jonathan Sterne 
writes, “‘hearing tubes’ were a common alternative to horns on early phonographs. They 
provided a way of increasing the volume of relatively quiet mechanical instruments and also 
a means of private listening.” This listening style, which developed in public phonograph 
booths where several people heard the same recording through individual tubes, encouraged 
listeners to “construct an individuated, localized sound space” (162 – 3). As I will show, 
Woolf creates a similar “sound space” for her characters, who process aural events according 
to their internal logic. Further, as Sterne has pointed out, all sound reproduction technology 
employs “transducers” to function. Transducers “turn sound into something else and that 
something else back into sound” (22). In Mrs. Dalloway, it is useful to view the characters 
themselves as transducers that process all resonance through the internal “noise” of 
consciousness, as Septimus Warren Smith does when he believes an advertising airplane is 
signaling to him alone, or as Mrs. Dalloway does when she recounts hearing a violin and 
thinks of loving a woman, “so strange is the power of sounds at certain moments” (32). As 
Angela Frattarola has shown, the modern novel is “saturated with sound—both in content 
and form” (“Developing an Ear” 134). Yet Woolf is unique among other modernists for the 
way she records and then traces sonic events—the prompt ringing out of Big Ben, the 
59 
 
                                                                                                                                                  
backfiring of the car, the whir of an ambulance siren—as they enter the ears of her 
characters and reverberate through each individual consciousness. A substantial part of the 
novel’s innovation lies in its persistent relay between external events and internal reflections 
on those events. Both city and domestic soundscapes become a key narrative device for 
illustrating this flow, giving resonance to the modern streets of London and generating a 
host of reactions that help to perpetuate the novel’s theme of inner solitude.   
 Furthermore, Woolf’s representation of listening contributes to the novel’s sense of 
indeterminacy, or its valorization of the subjective voice. Mrs. Dalloway reveals an assemblage 
of characters whose views lack consensus. In “Modern Fiction,” Woolf encourages modern 
novelists to represent modern life accurately in their fiction: “Let us record the atoms as they 
fall upon the mind in the order in which they fall, let us trace the pattern, however 
disconnected and incoherent in appearance, which each sight or incident scores upon the 
consciousness” (213). Frattarola has observed that Woolf’s verb use in this passage from 
“Modern Fiction” employs the language of audio recording: “record” and “trace” imply a 
lack of authorial mediation in the writing process (“The Phonograph” 146). Indeed, in Mrs. 
Dalloway, Woolf’s portrayal of modern life involves the shaping of disparate voices into a 
cacophonous whole as though they had been uttered that way. This din of indeterminacy 
reflects the urban chaos of London in the novel. At no point does an authorial voice of 
reason guide the reader or assert a particular worldview. 
 Sound studies is an underrepresented field in Virginia Woolf scholarship, but a 
handful of critics have set a precedent for such studies. Frattarola and Pamela L. Caughie 
have examined the cultural influence of early sound reproduction technology and Woolf’s 
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work. 45 Gillian Beer, Bonnie Kime Scott, Christopher A Sims, and Michele Pridmore-Brown 
have also written about Woolf’s fiction, technologies of voice, and listening. 46 Kate Flint and 
Rishona Zimring have analyzed Woolf’s interest in recording the noise of London as well as 
what Zimring calls the author’s world of “fragmentation and heterogeneity,” or her writing 
of disparate voices (132).47 In her significant body of work on Woolf and resonance, Melba 
Cuddy-Keane has argued that the presence of sound technologies in Woolf’s fiction calls out 
for a new critical language of aurality; she designates the word “auscultation” as “an 
appropriate term for analyzing the reception of sound in literary texts” (“The New Aurality” 
71). 48 Along with Cuddy-Keane, I use Schafer’s terms of sonicity to assess Woolf’s fiction, 
and like Cuddy-Keane and Pridmore-Brown I examine the function of indeterminacy in 
Woolf. However, while most of these scholars focus mainly on soundscapes in Woolf’s later 
work, my essay focuses solely on the influence of auditory technology in Mrs. Dalloway, 
where many of Woolf’s later ideas about sounding and technology are already evident. Also, 
while Cuddy-Keane studies directional modes of auditory perception in Woolf, I explore 
how Woolf uses sound and auscultation in the novel to convey personal details about her 
characters. In other words, this essay analyzes the mechanics of indeterminacy in Mrs. 
Dalloway.  
 In Mrs. Dalloway, as I discuss below, Woolf breaks with a literary tradition that 
regarded the sounds of modernity as a distraction; rather, in Woolf’s writing all aural events 
are catalysts for introspection. City and technological clamor constantly garners attention 
45 See Frattarola, “Developing an Ear for the Modernist Novel,” “The Phonograph and the 
Modernist Novel”; and Caughie, “Virginia Woolf: Radio, Gramophone, Broadcasting.”  
46 See Beer, “‘Wireless’: Popular Physics, Radio and Modernism”; Scott, “The Subversive 
Mechanics of Woolf’s Gramophone in Between the Acts”; Sims, “The Function of Technological 
Sound in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway: Touchstones of Reality and Summons from 
Daydreams”; and Pridmore-Brown, “1939 – 40: Of Virginia Woolf, Gramophones, and Fascism.” 
47 See Flint, “Sounds of the City: Virginia Woolf and Modern Noise” and Zimring, “Suggestions of 
Other Worlds: The Art of Sound in The Years.  
48 See also Cuddy-Keane, “The Politics of Comic Modes in Virginia Woolf’s Between the Acts. 
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from characters, and each utterance the novel “records” is intimately considered. If such late 
twentieth-century novels as Don DeLillo’s White Noise represent technology as a subliminal 
force that is part of a static-filled, steadily buzzing background, Mrs. Dalloway sets a 
precedent for foregrounding such noise. Woolf, like her contemporaries James Joyce, 
Thomas Mann, and John Dos Passos, conveys a keen interest in modern recording 
technology. In “A Sketch of the Past,” written in 1938, Woolf imagines a technological 
device that would allow her to relive her memories: “Instead of remembering here a scene 
and there a sound, I shall fit a plug into the wall; and listen in to the past. I shall turn up 
August 1890” (67). The new possibility of recording and preserving voices led the way to 
new possibilities for recording audible events in the modern novel. 
Woolf, the City, and a History of Listening to Technology 
 Public noise, though not a new problem, did not receive much public attention until 
the nineteenth century. 49 By then, the mechanical clangor of the steam engine had been 
joined by a discordant symphony of other sounds, as John Picker has written: “the screech 
and roar of the railway and the clang of industry, . . . the babble, bustle, and music of city 
streets,” among others (4). Several writers in London at the time were notoriously displeased 
with the din of the city, 50 so it is unsurprising that technological noise was often represented 
in literature as a nuisance, at best, and as an unwelcome symbol of modernity, at worst. In 
his classic analysis of writers’ reactions to the auditory impact of machines, Leo Marx writes 
that from the late eighteenth century through the nineteenth, a pattern of “placing the 
49 Michael Goldsmith notes that while doctors often recorded hearing damage from steam-
powered machines and naval battles in the late 18th century, “noticing was all they did—
observations made at the time were simply logged in diaries and records, and not even thought 
worth the bother of publishing, let alone doing anything about” (84). 
50 Many Victorian writers and intellectuals—particularly Thomas Carlyle, Charles Dickens, and 
Charles Babbage—took public stands against environmental noise. See Picker, Goldsmith, and 
Bjisterveld. 
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machine in opposition to the tranquility and order located in the landscape” is evident (18). 
Consistently, he argues, “our writers have introduced the same overtones, depicting the 
machine as invading the peace of an enclosed space, a world set apart” (29). While Marx’s 
study focuses primarily on American writers, British writers display the same tendencies. For 
writers as varied as Hawthorne, Blake, Wordsworth, and Dickens, industrial noise 
represented oppressive, even violent power. For instance, Picker compellingly analyzes the 
“foreboding” quality of the train in Dickens’s Dombey and Son, which comes to fruition when 
James Carker is struck and killed, his death narrated in a “brutal passage [that] unites action 
and diction” (33). Dickens’s writing exemplifies what Schafer calls "[t]he association of 
Noise and power,” which “descends from God, to the priest, to the industrialist, and more 
recently to the broadcaster and the aviator” (76). For Romantic and Victorian writers, 
technological loudness in all its burgeoning forms was an ugly representation of such power. 
While new industrial clatter and commotion had begun to pierce the tranquility of 
country soundscapes in the 19th century, many mechanical noises increasingly joined the 
soundscapes of growing cities in the 20th. “Perhaps the most significant fact about this 
noise,” Stephen Connor suggests, “is not its increased level but its endogenous nature; 
modern man is surrounded by man-made noise” (209). Cities had always been loud, but as 
Emily Thompson argues in her study of modern noise in the United States, the nature of 
sonic ambience in cities had changed by the turn of the century: indeed, “traditional sounds” 
such as “organic sounds created by humans and animals” had been joined by loud machines 
such as trains, automobiles, and other “machine-age inventions” (116-8). For the generation 
of artists that included Virginia Woolf, the oppressive din of technology—mixed with 
traditional acoustic reverberations of the city and the domestic sphere—had to be dealt with 
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as a facet of modern reality. Rather than a distraction to lament, however, technological 
sounds become associative in Woolf’s writing, in the same way that natural sounds do. 51  
Another challenge that writers faced in the early twentieth century was how to best 
represent the lives of people amidst the growth of modern cities. By the 1900s, the 
population of already large cities, especially London, had grown exponentially. As historian 
Roy Porter notes, London’s population grew from nearly one million residents in 1800 to 4.5 
million by 1900; by 1911 the city had more than seven million residents (205). Nicholas 
Freeman points out that “[e]ven by the standards of an increasingly urbanized Victorian 
Britain, the London megalopolis was something quite new” (4). 
Writers realized the challenge of intimately documenting a city that had become too large to 
define. In The Critical Attitude, for example, Ford Madox Ford writes about the need for 
vicarious human contact and understanding through art:  
Of the history and of the thought of the great number of men with whom we come 
into contact we have no knowledge at all. We see them for the allotted minutes, for 
the allotted hours. Of their lives and passions we know nothing. So that unless the 
imaginative writer helps us in this matter we are in great danger of losing alike 
human knowledge and human sympathy. (Hueffer 66 – 7) 
In “Modern Fiction,” Woolf herself expresses dissatisfaction with the scarcity of writers 
addressing what she calls “the spirit” in their fiction (209), and calls for novelists of the new 
century to write more intimately about their subjects: “Let us not take it for granted that life 
exists more fully in what is commonly thought big than in what is commonly thought small” 
(213). Woolf indicates that writing “what is commonly thought small”—by which she 
presumably means sense impressions that actively engage the mind, regardless of where the 
51 For a detailed analysis of the synchronicity between the sounds of the city and the sounds of 
nature in Mrs. Dalloway, see Sims.  
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engagement leads—comes closer to representing human life on a day-to-day basis than 
fiction that focuses primarily on outward life in an increasingly more populated, unknowable 
world. 
A significant part of Woolf’s technique in Mrs. Dalloway is to infuse the characters 
with a responsive awareness of their urban setting; part of the novel’s innovation lies in the 
persistent movement between external events and characters’ internal reflections on those 
events. Environmental sounds become a key narrative device for illustrating this flow 
between external stimulus and internal response, giving resonance to the streets of London, 
penetrating characters’ thoughts, and generating a host of reactions that cut through the 
noise and density of the city and reveal intimate details about each character.   
For Woolf, aurality was a significant component of dear memories. In “A Sketch of 
the Past,” she ruminates on the insufficiency of the word “picture” for describing what the 
mind remembers: “The strength of these pictures—but sight was always then so much 
mixed with sound that picture is not the right word—the strength anyhow of these 
impressions makes me again digress” (67). Hermione Lee emphasizes Woolf’s tendency to 
associate fond memories with multi-sensory experiences. In her memoirs Woolf often recalls 
Talland House, a childhood home she remembers as “‘the best beginning to life 
conceivable’” (31). Lee highlights Woolf’s catalog of memories spurred by perceptions:   
The click of the garden gate, the creak of the gardener’s mowing machine as the 
gardener’s pony in its rubber overshoes went round and round, the sound of cricket 
on the lawn, the cawing of the rooks, the boom of the buoy, the murmur of voices 
talking on the terrace, the humming of bees; the smell of flowers and apples and 
seaweed and sea air; the lights of the little town at night, or the colours of the bay: 
this “miscellaneous catalogue” of memories is consolatory. (30) 
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Auditory memories are chief among this list, and Woolf’s fiction shares that associative 
quality with her earliest acoustic memories of Talland House.  
 A key example is in the opening pages of Mrs. Dalloway. Clarissa Dalloway’s 
associative thoughts function much like Woolf’s own, although Clarissa reflects on the 
bustling sounds of London rather than the peaceful ambience of life by the sea. Clarissa, on 
her way to buy flowers for her party, clearly connects city noise to her elated state of mind: 
“In people’s eyes, in the swing, tramp, and trudge; in the bellow and the uproar; the 
carriages, motor cars, omnibuses, vans, sandwich men shuffling and swinging; brass bands; 
barrel organs; in the triumph and the jingle and the strange high singing of some aeroplane 
overhead was what she loved; life; London; this moment of June” (4). Clarissa’s cheerful 
mood is attached to her litany of observations: the audio-visual scene before her is “what she 
loved; life; London; this moment of June.” The “swing, tramp, and trudge” of people 
working or going about their day, the street musicians, and the airplane noise all serve to 
complement what she loves about her life within this particular time and space. This passage 
reveals that Clarissa, rather than an omniscient narrator, has metaphorically converted the 
airplane buzz into music with its “strange high singing.” In free indirect discourse Woolf 
transduces the sonicity of each object through Clarissa’s consciousness and in so doing 
reveals her protagonist’s love for noise, her home, and a specific moment in which she 
observes her lively neighborhood. The reader does not know, of course, whether the 
bellowing sandwich men would hear this busy scene the same way. For Clarissa and perhaps 
for Clarissa only, this discordant symphony represents the life of the city, the daily “music” 
of London. Woolf’s creation of interior soundscapes in Mrs. Dalloway moves beyond any sort 
of technological dread by weaving diffusive sounds through the consciousness of her 
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characters and recording their reactions; in so doing, she consistently foregrounds acts of 
listening and interpretation. 
Emergent Sound Technologies and the Narration of Consciousness 
The phonograph was a key influence on modernists who sought new ways to 
represent aural events in the novel. 52 Drawing on information systems theory, Pridmore-
Brown has argued that the gramophone plays a vital role in disrupting communication in 
Woolf’s late novel Between the Acts (411). Like Woolf’s essay “Thoughts on Peace in an Air 
Raid,” the novel was written in the midst of World War II, when messages of authority —
delivered “by the voices of the loudspeakers” (185)—occupied Woolf’s thoughts. Pridmore-
Brown sees Miss La Trobe’s control of the gramophone as a deliberate way “to short-circuit 
the herd impulse by privileging the receiver’s interpretive act: the act of listening” (408). Key 
in her argument is Michel Serres’s claim that 1), any message is itself plucked from a chaos of 
noise, and 2), the indeterminacy—or in Woolf’s case, the lack of a clear, absolute voice of 
authority—of communication is more realistic than the idea of order (Serres 7, 98). As 
Pridmore-Brown contends, Woolf’s work suggests “the static or noise inherent in any 
channel of communication . . . can serve to fight totalitarianism by encouraging acts of 
personal interpretation—that is, of particularized (noncollective) listening” (411-2).53 To put 
it more simply, Woolf valorizes characters’ individual analyses of stimuli. A transmitted 
message evokes an internal response based on one’s “instincts fostered and cherished by 
education and tradition” (“Thoughts on Peace” 184), and the received “message” is a 
distortion of the original dissemination. Such distortion is a kind of indeterminacy—the 
52 For key analyses of Joyce, Woolf, and the phonograph, see Josh Epstein, Sublime Noise: 
Musical Culture and the Modernist Writer, especially chapter four on Joyce, and Scott, “The 
Subversive Mechanics.” 
53 Cuddy-Keane, too, notes the role of modern media in what she calls “the larger conceptual 
revolution toward more pluralistic and participatory forms,” in which audiences are granted 
interpretive responsibilities (94).  
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foregrounding of noise formed from disparate thoughts and conclusions, where Woolf 
presents no final word of authority. 
Here, I build on Pridmore-Brown’s argument that Woolf was influenced by auditory 
technology to experiment with sound—both the ways it is diffused and the ways a listening 
audience processes it. In Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf shapes disparate voices, privileging dissonance 
over harmony. Of course, Mrs. Dalloway lacks the menacing undertones of encroaching war. 
Yet she creates a sense of indeterminacy by transducing all audible events through the 
individual consciousness of her characters.  
Readers may fruitfully think of Woolf’s sound-writing process as one that employs 
transducers. One of the earliest sound-writing machines, made by Alexander Graham Bell 
and Clarence Blake in 1874, employed “the human ear as a mechanism to transduce sound,” 
as Sterne writes. “[I]t turned audible vibrations into something else. In this case, it turned 
speech into a set of tracings,” similar to Leon Scott’s phonautograph (31-2). Woolf’s 
narrative technique, which uses the human ear to both filter and interpret meaning, provides 
a compelling parallel to this process. In Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf treats her characters like 
technological devices that channel resonances through a filter of particular memories.  
 There is perhaps no reason to think that the general public understood the function 
of transducers, given the amazed and even fearful reactions to early sound reproduction 
technology. Yet the advent of listening tubes, which Sterne has traced back to early 
nineteenth-century stethoscopes and new audile techniques of listening to the body, made 
the transduction process almost visible (The Audible Past 24). When the phonograph played a 
recording inscribed on cylinder or wax, ear tubes served as a manifestation of the sounds 
transmitted directly from the machine through the tubes, which then played back the 
utterance into the individual’s ears.  
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 David Nasaw has observed that the phonograph as an amusement tool for listening 
to music began to flourish around 1890, when Louis Glass announced the popularity of his 
public phonographs. Glass fitted the devices with hearing tubes and coin slots in saloons 
around San Francisco (121). These machines enjoyed a short-lived popularity that 
nonetheless accustomed consumers across the globe to a new way of listening privately in 
public spaces. Though Glass’s first machines were placed in saloons, where mostly men were 
present, coin-in-slot phonograph machines soon became fixtures in what Lisa Gitelman has 
called “heterosocial” public spaces such as dedicated phonograph parlors, “drug stores, 
summer resorts, and amusement arcades” (48). Similar machines without slots for coins, 
known as exhibition phonographs, were circulated by operators who found popular 
locations to display them. To hear music on exhibition phonographs, customers paid a fee 
and listened through tubes. Gitelman’s description of these new entertainment machines 
highlights the public focus on privatized sound; patrons learned to be alone together and to 
analyze the sounds of recordings through listening tubes the way doctors listened to bodies: 
Patrons paid their fee, . . . and then stood like so many doctors in consultation over a 
single patient . . . . They listened in a group, though their intragroup communication 
was disabled by each individual's act of listening; they heard the same thing in the 
same “way,” but the hearing tubes divided them. (47 – 8) 
A necessary separation of the senses is involved in the act of listening to music through ear 
tubes, and Gitelman contends that the intensification of patrons’ sense of hearing 
encouraged them to listen more carefully and analytically. Further, since consumers had 
purchased private listening experiences through publicly operated phonographs, they were 
free to scrutinize what they heard at will, without input from a group. The experience was 
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public but private, collective but individual; no particular interpretation held authority over 
any other.  
Such listening is evident in the key aural event in Mrs. Dalloway, the car/airplane 
scene that occurs when Clarissa Dalloway, on a mission to buy flowers, walks through the 
busy streets of London. As Clarissa shops for flowers with Miss Pym, the two women are 
abruptly distracted by the pop of a car backfiring loudly outside. Woolf’s narrative flows 
onto the streets, threading through the consciousness of several people as their attention 
shifts to the buzzing engine of a skywriting airplane careening through the skies. Michael 
North has argued that this scene is Woolf’s send-up of nascent advertising culture. 
Furthermore, he sees the scene as an illustration of the uniqueness of the characters’ 
thoughts: “What we see in Woolf's account is the ineluctable subjectivity and idiosyncrasy of 
the individual, for whom even the most public language can have a purely personal 
significance” (83). The scene is, indeed, an introduction to Woolf’s narrative style that 
remains consistent throughout the novel: even when privy to the same events, characters’ 
associative thoughts differ. Significantly, Woolf never clarifies what, exactly, is heard and 
then seen. 
 The passages in Mrs. Dalloway where characters hear communally but process 
information subjectively are strikingly similar to the new listening behaviors cultivated in 
patrons of coin-in-slot and exhibition phonographs. 54 As Bell and Blake’s writing machine 
had literally done with the human ear in 1874, Woolf treats the ears of her London passersby 
as transducers that process information singularly, though they listen and look together from 
54 William Howland Kenney notes that the machines soon became inexpensive enough as to be 
used widely, suggesting their popularity in the home: “As early as 1896, Edison introduced a 
sturdy cylinder model intended for home use—the Edison Standard Phonograph—selling it for 
$20. This stimulated Columbia to market a take-home 'Eagle' cylinder model one year later selling 
for only $10, the equivalent of one U.S. gold eagle coin: and so the phonograph began its nearly 
100-year history as a constantly changing form of home entertainment” (28). 
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a close range of vantage points. Individual reactions to the backfiring car and the skywriting 
plane reveal the personal backgrounds, peculiarities, and potential class differences of the 
bystanders. Sound precedes vision as characters auscultate and then view the events around 
them. 
The different ways Miss Pym and Clarissa Dalloway hear the backfiring car indicate 
each woman’s class standing. From the flower shop Miss Pym first hears the racket as a 
nuisance: “‘Dear, those motor cars,’ said Miss Pym, going to the window to look, and 
coming back and smiling apologetically, . . ., as if those motor cars, those tyres of motor cars, 
were all her fault” (13 – 14). Miss Pym’s instinct, as a shop proprietor in service of the more 
socially esteemed Mrs. Dalloway, is to apologize for a sound she didn’t make, which she 
interprets as a bother for Clarissa. Yet the blast and subsequent mystery of its source appeal 
to Clarissa, whom we already know enjoys the hubbub of London because she associates 
commotion with life.  
 Everybody outside hears the car, whose “pistol shot” Woolf uses to represent “the 
voice of authority” (14). Yet, while everyone can agree that s/he has heard the voice of 
authority, no one can identify with certainty the voice’s owner. All listeners trust their ears 
and know what they heard, but they do not agree: “But nobody knew whose face had been 
seen. Was it the Prince of Wales’s, the Queen’s, the Prime Minister’s? Whose face was it? 
Nobody knew” (14). Lack of certainty does not stop observers from theorizing: “Edgar J. 
Watkiss, with his roll of lead piping round his arm, said audibly, humorously of course: ‘The 
Proime Minister’s kyar’” (14). Clarissa thinks the Queen is in the car, and she takes care to 
stand with poise as it passes: “And for a second she wore a look of extreme dignity standing 
by the flower shop in the sunlight while the car passed at a foot’s pace, with its blinds drawn. 
The Queen going to some hospital; the Queen opening some bazaar, thought Clarissa” (17).  
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 Like shop patrons gathered around a phonograph, Woolf’s Londoners collectively 
hear but individually transduce the car noises. Septimus Warren Smith’s interpretation of the 
aural-visual stimulus before him is the first indication of his illness: 
The throb of the motor engines sounded like a pulse irregularly drumming through 
an entire body. . . . And there the motor car stood, with drawn blinds, and upon 
them a curious pattern like a tree, Septimus thought, and this gradual drawing 
together of everything to one centre before his eyes, as if some horror had come 
almost to the surface and was about to burst into flames, terrified him. The world 
wavered and quivered and threatened to burst into flames. (14 – 5) 
Sims posits that Smith is “out of synch with the pulse of the city and might be remiss to 
agree with [Clarissa’s own] favorable assessment of London” (120). Indeed, Smith is an 
outsider whose translation of the communal scene are wildly different from those of 
others—a detail Woolf makes clear by narrating his aural-visual perceptions. While Smith 
feels personal terror in response to the noisy car and the ensuing scene, Clarissa imagines the 
city humming in approval of the royal mystery party: 
The white busts and the little tables in the background covered with copies of the 
Tatler and syphons of soda water seemed to approve; seemed to indicate the flowing 
corn and the manor houses of England; and to return the frail hum of the motor 
wheels as the walls of a whispering gallery return a single voice expanded and made 
sonorous by the might of a whole cathedral. (18) 
Examples of Woolf’s mind-hornets are apparent in Smith’s and Clarissa’s dissimilar reactions 
to the din: Smith remains in his own head—cluing the reader in to his neuroses—while 
Clarissa feels a strong sense of patriotism. For her, the car represents all that is uniquely 
wonderful about England; she conceives a technologically modern metaphor in which the 
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car wheels’ reverberation mimics the awe-inspiring effects of the St. Paul’s Cathedral 
whispering gallery.  
Soon, the crowd becomes distracted by a new signal as a skywriting airplane swoops 
through the skies. As in the car passage, the airplane scene reveals characters processing 
signals differently, as they channel what they observe through individual tubes. Once again, 
onlookers are drawn to the sound—and then the sight—of this new distraction as it moves 
in and out of hearing range: 
Suddenly Mrs. Coates looked up into the sky. The sound of an aeroplane 
bored ominously into the ears of the crowd. There it was coming over the trees, 
letting out white smoke from behind, which curled and twisted, actually writing 
something! making letters in the sky! Every one looked up. . . . 
“Glaxo,” said Mrs. Coates in a strained, awe-stricken voice, gazing straight 
up, and her baby, lying stiff and white in her arms, gazed straight up. 
“Kreemo,” murmured Mrs. Bletchley, like a sleepwalker. (20) 
Bystanders continue to disagree about what words are being written by this spectacle in the 
sky, though each of them feels relatively certain of what s/he sees. Mr. Bowley is certain the 
advertisement is for “Kreemo” toffee, Smith thinks that the skywriter is signaling to him in a 
language he doesn’t know, and a nurse reads “K . . . R . . .,” which Smith hears as “‘Kay Arr’ 
close to his ear, deeply, softly, like a mellow organ, but with a roughness in her voice like a 
grasshopper’s” (20 – 2).  
North has shown that the spectacle Woolf describes is biographical; Woolf was 
retelling in fiction an occurrence on Derby Day on June 10, 1922, where a crowd of 
Londoners watched an airplane spell out the words “‘Daily Mail.’” This event was 
unprecedented, North writes, because it occurred “in a time before broadcasting of any kind 
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existed,” when “there was no other way to reach a large audience simultaneously” (81 – 3). 
Yet a close precedent, familiar to many worldwide, was the exhibition phonograph, which, as 
Gitelman observes, “boasted eleven or ‘fourteen- and sixteen-way hearing tubes’” (47). 
Before the first instance of skywriting advertising in London, spectators had already 
mastered and internalized the technique of private listening in public spaces. Indeterminacy, 
Woolf suggests, is born within the most private listening space—between the ears—for it is 
here that a broadcast message mingles with the interference of personal consciousness. This 
is why Mrs. Coates, a new mother, thinks the airplane is advertising “Glaxo,” the name on 
the container of dried milk with the famous slogan “Glaxo builds bonnie babies” (Sanchez-
Serrano 53). It is also why Smith, stricken with undiagnosed shellshock, seems to perceive 
every sound and sight as either a threat or a personal message. 
Many additional passages in Mrs. Dalloway feature the sort of transduction through 
personal filters that I have described here, though not every example of listening is 
communal. The public nature of the car and airplane spectacle underscores personal 
listening, observation, and interpretation in a way that predicts the similarly subjective 
responses to sound events in the rest of the novel. Woolf’s technique of writing voice and 
listening, in more private as well as public situations, contributes to her narration of the 
mind. 
Big Ben’s Sound Waves and Individual Consciousness 
The most consistently present aural event in Mrs Dalloway is the ringing out of Big 
Ben’s bell. The bell’s resonance is what Schafer calls a “soundmark,” or a “community sound 
which is unique or possesses qualities which make it specially regarded or noticed by the 
people in the community” (10); 55 it is unique to the city of London and an aural event that all 
55 See, also, Cuddy-Keane, “Modernist Soundscapes and the Intelligent Ear,” 387. 
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residents hear. The bell functions literally as an aural timepiece—or a sort of hornet—for the 
characters, and it is an important plot device throughout the narrative: it is an oddly 
comforting mainstay amidst the bustle of city life, it keeps characters mindful of order 
imposed by the advancing hours of the day, and it shocks them out of their many musings 
on their respective pasts. For the reader it has, at times, an almost extra-diegetic function, 
signaling a change in the narrative’s focus as Woolf records one character’s reaction to the 
sound and then shifts to another character as the day progresses. As with the louder noises 
of the car and the airplane, the characters auscultate Big Ben singularly, hearing the bell 
through the filter of consciousness. 
The first and last times readers hear Big Ben, it is through Clarissa Dalloway’s ears. 
Shortly after she first appears in the novel, the bell chimes for the first time: 
For having lived in Westminster—how many years now? over twenty,—one feels 
even in the midst of the traffic, or waking at night, Clarissa was positive, a particular 
hush, or solemnity: an indescribable pause; a suspense (but that might be her heart, 
affected, they said, by influenza) before Big Ben strikes. There! Out it boomed. First 
a warning, musical; then the hour, irrevocable. The leaden circles dissolved in the air. 
(4) 
 
Clarissa anticipates the gong of the ubiquitous clock; it is a part of the city soundscape that 
reassures her sense of purpose and normalcy. As Sims has noted, “The technological 
symphony described in these lines evokes the notions of vitality and vibrancy that we 
commonly associate with urban life. Clarissa does not find this potential cacophony to be 
distracting or even abrasive” (122). Woolf’s heroine, unlike Woolf’s own literary forebears 
who dreaded the aural presence of technology, hears the bell amidst the buzz of city traffic 
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and concludes that all is as it should be: the bustle and noise of the city “was what she loved; 
life; London; this moment of June” (4).  
 Yet the importance of these early lines that introduce Big Ben’s invisible sound 
waves extends further, because what Clarissa most loves—life—and what she most dreads—
death—are thematically linked to the bell that presides over Westminster. In this sense, the 
following sentences introduce a leitmotif: “There! Out it boomed. First a warning, musical; 
then the hour, irrevocable” (4). Indeed, the bell’s “warning” of the approaching hour is 
musical, almost gaily so, and its tolling of the hour is far more solemn. Clarissa’s impression 
that the ringing of a new hour is “irrevocable” foreshadows the final ringing of Big Ben in 
the novel, which occurs during her epiphany about Smith, and which she associates with 
death. Schafer has argued that an implicit reminder of death resides within the tolling of 
clock bells, which are traditionally associated with the church: “Its chimes are acoustic 
signals, but even at a subliminal level the incessant rhythm of its ticking forms a keynote of 
unavoidable significance in the life of Western Man. Clocks reach into the recesses of night 
to remind man of his mortality" (56). The rush of life’s march toward death indicated by Big 
Ben is explicit in Clarissa’s epiphany about Smith’s death:  
The clock began striking. The young man had killed himself; but she did not pity 
him; with the clock striking the hour, one, two, three, she did not pity him, with all 
this going on. . . . She felt somehow very like him—the young man who had killed 
himself. She felt glad that he had done it; thrown it away. The clock was striking. The 
leaden circles dissolved in the air. He made her feel the beauty; made her feel the fun. 
(186) 
 
The simultaneity of Clarissa’s thoughts about death and the chiming of Big Ben links the 
two: Smith’s death, much like the clock’s striking, is “irrevocable.” Feeling “somehow very 
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like him,” Clarissa here confronts her own mortality, which she has been thinking about 
throughout the day. With Big Ben’s toll in the final pages of the novel, she is finally able to 
reconcile her fear of death with its inevitability.  
At other times, the clock bell imposes a sense of order and human connectedness for 
Clarissa; the “mind hornet” is not impending death but one’s duty in daily life. Life may be 
long, but its hours are short, as the chimes remind her every half hour. As Lady Bruton 
earlier imagines a “thin thread” of consciousness linking Hugh Whitbread and Richard 
Dalloway to her, Clarissa imagines the sound of Big Ben as a thread to which the elderly 
woman across the street is attached. In Clarissa’s mind, the woman is linked to “that sound, 
that string. Gigantic as it was, it had something to do with her. . . . She was forced, so 
Clarissa imagined, by that sound, to move, to go—but where?” (127). Clarissa does not allow 
herself to ruminate on this question for long because another symphony of bells rings out 
almost immediately, and her mind abruptly shifts to considering all that needs to be done for 
her party later: “Mrs. Marsham, Ellie Henderson, glasses for ices—all sorts of little things 
came flooding and lapping and dancing in on the wake of that solemn stroke which lay flat 
like a bar of gold on the sea. Mrs. Marsham, Ellie Henderson, glasses for ices. She must 
telephone at once” (128). For Clarissa, as for her neighbor, perhaps, Big Ben and the 
accompanying bells serve as reminders of tasks to be completed. They ring throughout 
different strands of the narrative, temporarily synchronizing the attention of the characters: 
the bells ring, and characters are reminded of their daily tasks to be completed.  
Sims has argued that the willingness of Woolf’s characters to be “synchronized to 
London’s organic wave as manifest by a recurring sound wave like Big Ben or St. Margaret's. 
. . indicates a subscription to the city's technological reminder of a stable mode of existence" 
(122). In other words, Clarissa and others who acknowledge the bells find a sort of 
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reassurance in their regular aural presence. Yet I would contend that Woolf is ahead of her 
time in recognizing and documenting the indifference of technological apparatuses to the 
welfare of mankind. London’s bells ring through normalcy and tragedy, eschewing any 
human meaning that its residents attempt to attach. One key example of this indifference is 
Rezia’s reaction to the bell after Septimus has thrown himself from a window in their home. 
As Big Ben sounds through her drugged consciousness, its regularity strikes her as 
“sensible,” unlike the disordered sounds of tragedy and its aftermath:  
It seemed to her as she drank the sweet stuff that she was opening long windows, 
stepping out into some garden. But where? The clock was striking—one, two, three: 
how sensible the sound was: compared with all this thumping and whispering; like 
Septimus himself. She was falling asleep. But the clock went on striking, four, five, 
six. . . . (150)   
The sounds of Big Ben sound “sensible” to Rezia because they are predictable, unlike the 
unfamiliar “thumping and whispering” of the people around her trying to transport her 
husband’s mangled body. Despite the sense of comfort and order that Clarissa and others 
may attach to this technological mainstay, any human notion of synchronicity with machines 
is contrived and imagined. This is an uncomfortable feature of modernity that Woolf seems 
to intuit even though her characters cannot.  
At other times, Woolf uses Big Ben’s chimes as a director might use sound in film. 
There are times at which the bell operates the way music in a montage film sequence often 
does: music plays while the action of the film cuts across time and possibly space. In Mrs. 
Dalloway Woolf cuts across space to reveal what more than one character is doing as Big Ben 
rings out. One example of this occurs right as Big Ben strikes noon; Septimus and Rezia 
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have just finished an unproductive meeting with Dr. Holmes, who has become aware that 
the couple will soon seek a second opinion from Sir William Bradshaw: 
It was precisely twelve o’clock; twelve by Big Ben; whose stroke was wafted over the 
northern part of London; blent with that of other clocks, mixed in a thin ethereal 
way with the clouds and wisps of smoke, and died up there among the seagulls—
twelve o’clock struck as Clarissa Dalloway laid her green dress on her bed, and the 
Warren Smiths walked down Harley Street. Twelve was the hour of their 
appointment. Probably, Rezia thought, that was Sir William Bradshaw’s house with 
the grey motor car in front of it. The leaden circles dissolved in the air. (93-4) 
In this instance, Big Ben serves as a directive for the narrative thread. As the “leaden circles 
dissolve” or disseminate through the city, the narrative follows suit, panning the scene the 
way a camera might: up through the air as the sounds of city bells striking noon clang 
together in harmony, down into Clarissa’s living room as she finishes mending her dress, and 
then back to Septimus and Rezia as they walk down Harley Street.  
Big Ben sometimes functions on both a diegetic and an extra-diegetic level. For 
characters in the novel Big Ben sounds the hour and the half-hour, and for readers the bell 
signals a shift in the perspective of the narration the way white space on the page between 
new chapter headings traditionally do. This is another experimental use of sound in the 
narrative since such transitions are typically seen on the page rather than imagined by the ear. 
We see an instance of this after Richard Dalloway leaves Lady Bruton’s party, headed home 
to “tell Clarissa that he loved her”:  
[Happiness] is this, he said, as he entered Dean’s yard. Big Ben was beginning to 
strike, first the warning, musical; then the hour, irrevocable. Lunch parties waste the 
entire afternoon, he thought, approaching his door. 
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The sound of Big Ben flooded Clarissa’s drawing-room, where she sat, ever so 
annoyed, at her writing-table; worried; annoyed. (117) 
The sentence about Big Ben, more than just a leitmotif for the passage of time in this 
instance, is meant to ring out beyond the pages to the reader, as it were, signaling a change in 
narrative focus. Simultaneously, the bell’s diegetic sound dominates the novel’s urban 
soundscape, instantly shifting Richard’s thoughts from his own marital happiness to the 
notion that he wasted his afternoon attending Lady Bruton’s lunch party. Big Ben is an 
important soundmark in the novel not only because it suggests a distinctly modern 
preoccupation with time, 56 but also because it is a key device Woolf uses to reveal characters’ 
unspoken thoughts and to develop various threads of consciousness.  
Domestic Aural Stimuli and Inward Responses 
Woolf records other reverberations—including domestic signal sounds, or 
“foreground sounds” that “are listened to consciously” (10)—as stimuli that lead to intimate 
responses from her characters. Stephen Connor suggests that “[t]he self defined in terms of 
hearing rather than sight is a self imaged not as a point, but as a membrane; not as a picture, 
but as a channel through which voices, noises and musics travel” (207). In Woolf’s unique, 
sound-focused style of free indirect discourse, characters are these membranes. Smith’s 
reactions to his sonic environment inform the reader that something is terribly wrong with 
him. Woolf does not explicitly indicate that the young veteran suffers from shellshock, yet 
his mental illness is evident from his awareness that the key aural stimulus of his wife 
weeping evokes nothing:  
56 Pericles Lewis writes about how technological inventions and the establishment of World 
Standard Time changed how modern writers thought about time: “Standardization sharpened the 
sense of a division between the time of private experience and the time of public life” (11-2). 
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 Far away he heard her sobbing; he heard it accurately, he noticed it distinctly; he  
 compared it to a piston thumping. But he felt nothing. 
      His wife was crying, and he felt nothing; only each time she sobbed in this  
 profound, this silent, this hopeless way, he descended another step into the pit. (90) 
 
The numbness Smith feels as he listens to his wife cry is a hallmark symptom experienced by 
men who served in the First World War. In Rites of Spring, Modris Eksteins writes that the 
condition was “a state similar to anaesthetization”: “After a soldier had been at the front for 
about three weeks a distinct change was noticed in him: his reactions generally became 
dulled, his face showed less expression, his eyes lost their sparkle.” The phrase “shell shock,” 
or “neurasthenia was the term eventually applied to extreme cases of this condition,” 
Eksteins continues, but the phenomenon wasn’t initially considered serious (172). Smith, 
who clearly suffers from a similar condition, is aware that the sound of his wife crying 
should make him feel something—sorrow or, perhaps, guilt—but it fails to do so. 
A few pages later, he imagines that the voice of a servant speaking to him belongs to 
his friend Evans, who was killed in the war, once again revealing the magnitude of his 
anxiety through his response to the human voice: 
      It was at that moment (Rezia gone shopping) that the great revelation took place.  
 A voice spoke from behind the screen. Evans was speaking. The dead were with 
 him. 
      “Evans, Evans!” he cried. 
       Mr. Smith was talking aloud to himself, Agnes the servant girl cried to Mrs.  
 Filmer in the kitchen. “Evans, Evans,” he had said as she brought in the tray. She  
 jumped, she did. She scuttled downstairs. (93) 
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For Smith, the girl’s utterance provokes a misguided epiphany that suggests a much more 
serious illness than either Rezia or Dr. Holmes is able to comprehend. In this case, Woolf 
uses sound and response to introduce a devastating sense of dramatic irony, revealing the 
depth of Septimus’s condition only to the reader. This is one of the ways in which Woolf is 
able to make the narration of Mrs. Dalloway so intimate: by introducing sounds and then 
documenting her characters’ singular reactions to them.  
There are other instances where Septimus imagines sounds that aren’t there or 
mishears sounds that are there, but his perception of silence where there should be sound 
terrifies him, becoming one of the factors that leads to his suicide.  Having had a relatively 
happy afternoon with Rezia, he watches as she plays with the neighbor’s child. A sense of 
terror invades him as the happy scene fades from his senses, and he suddenly feels very 
alone: “He was very tired. He was very happy. He would sleep. He shut his eyes. But directly 
he saw nothing the sounds of the game became fainter and stranger and sounded like the 
cries of people seeking and not finding, and passing further and further away. They had lost 
him!” (145) It seems clear from the narration that Septimus fell asleep but didn’t realize he 
had done so upon his awakening. Rezia and the child have left the room, but Septimus feels 
that he has gone from feeling numb to not being able to see and hear at all. His imagined 
sense deprivation leads to a confused epiphany: “That was it: to be alone forever” (145). 
Once again, it is often through Septimus’s reactions to sound—or silence, in this case—that 
Woolf indicates unusual patterns in the young man’s thinking as well as the ironic distance 
between how healthy his doctors think he is and how ill he actually is.  
Woolf also uses imagined or remembered domestic sounds as a catalyst for Clarissa’s 
many reflections on her adolescence at Bourton. Clarissa’s memories of childhood happiness 
are similar to Woolf’s own association of domestic squeaks and shuffles with Talland House. 
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These associative thoughts begin to occur to Clarissa on the first page of the novel: “What a 
lark! What a plunge! For so it had always seemed to her, when, with a little squeak of the 
hinges, which she could hear now, she had burst open the French windows and plunged at 
Bourton into the open air” (3). Recalling even the subtlest reverberations from the past 
allows her to recapture the joys she felt as a child. When Peter Walsh stops by unexpectedly, 
Clarissa tries to draw him into these memories, as well: 
     “But it’s so extraordinary that you should have come this morning!” she cried, 
putting her hands, one on top of another, down on her dress. 
      “Do you remember,” she said, “how the blinds used to flap at Bourton?” 
     “They did,” he said; and he remembered breakfasting alone, very awkwardly, with 
her father; who had died; and he had not written to Clarissa. (42) 
Peter does not share Clarissa’s happy memories of Bourton, and his reaction shows the 
singularity of Clarissa’s associations. The memories that Clarissa wants to relive when she 
hears particular sounds are exactly the memories that haunt Peter, who later confesses to 
Sally Seton that his relationship with Clarissa “had spoilt his life” (192). For him, 
remembering the flapping blinds recalls the pain of unrequited love and embarrassment 
rather than feelings of childhood contentment. Vital to Woolf’s narrative style is the notion 
that even the remembering of sound ignites a powerful emotional response in each character. 
 Clarissa also finds exceeding pleasure in the confined space of her own domestic 
soundscape. The Dalloways’ servants hurrying about in preparation for the evening party 
gives Clarissa a sense of well being, and, ultimately, a private listening experience in which 
she indulges. The passage bears quoting at length:  
 Mrs. Dalloway raised her hand to her eyes, and, as the maid shut the door to, and she 
 heard the swish of Lucy’s skirts, she felt like a nun who has left the world and feels  
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 fold round her the familiar veils and the response to old devotions. The cook  
 whistled in the kitchen. She heard the click of the typewriter. It was her life, and,  
 bending her head over the hall table, she bowed beneath the influence, felt blessed  
 and purified, saying to herself, as she took the pad with the telephone message on it,  
 how moments like this are buds on the tree of life, flowers of darkness they are, she  
 thought (as if some lovely rose had blossomed for her eyes only); not for a moment  
 did she believe in God; but all the more, she thought, taking up the pad, must one  
 repay in daily life to servants, yes, to dogs and canaries, above all to Richard her  
 husband, who was the foundation of it—of the gay sounds, of the green lights, of  
 the cook even whistling. . . one must pay back from this secret deposit of exquisite  
 moments, she thought. (29) 
 
The signal sounds of Clarissa’s domestic environment partly represent what she loves about 
her life: the maid’s skirts, the cook’s whistle, the typist at work. In this instance she treats 
these familiar aural events as components of a private, nearly spiritual experience. Woolf 
employs the language of devotion and prayer as her heroine listens to her ambient 
surroundings, feeling more grateful and dutiful toward her servants in the absence of God. 
Reverent, she bends and bows forward, feeling “blessed and purified” by the sonic ambience 
around her. Clarissa communes with herself as she thinks of the “gay sounds” of her home, 
which form a “secret deposit of exquisite moments,” a sort of domestic symphony for her 
ears only. And this passage, which narrates only Clarissa’s thoughts, suggests a private 
listening experience in the midst of a (slightly) more public one, since Lucy remains in the 
room throughout, presumably hearing the same noises. 
Later, Lady Bruton, too, will find comfort in signal sounds, although the noises she 
responds to are in the city below, rather than within her home. Lady Bruton’s domestic 
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soundscape seems indicative of her social status, because she literally lives above the noise of 
the streets in a relatively silent space. For unlike Clarissa’s servants, Lady Bruton’s seem to 
minimize their presence through silence. She states to Hugh Whitbread and Richard 
Dalloway, whom she has invited over to help her write a letter, “But let us eat first,” and “so 
there began a soundless and exquisite passing to and fro through swing doors of aproned 
white-capped maids, handmaidens not of necessity, but adepts in a mystery or grand 
deception practiced by hostesses in Mayfair from one-thirty to two” (104). Lady Bruton’s 
servants move noiselessly, part of a silent symphony of efficiency and sleight of hand: “there 
rises. . . this profound illusion in the first place about the food—how it is not paid for; and 
then that the table spreads itself voluntarily with glass and silver” (104). Indeed, Lady 
Bruton’s home is quiet, and the sounds she does take pleasure in resonate from the streets 
far below, creating a lo-fi hum that lulls her to sleep:  
Those kind good fellows, Richard Dalloway, Hugh Whitbread, had gone this hot day 
through the streets whose growl came up to her lying on the sofa. Power was hers, 
position, income. . . . Murmuring London flowed up to her, and her hand, lying on 
the sofa back, curled upon some imaginary baton such as her grandfathers might 
have held, holding which she seemed, drowsy and heavy, to be commanding 
battalions marching to Canada, and those good fellows walking across London, that 
territory of theirs, that little bit of carpet, Mayfair. (112) 
 
Lady Bruton’s physical position in relation to the noise of the London streets is one telling 
feature of her class status. London flows and growls “up to her” from below, becoming 
“hazy with the sound of bells” as she sleeps (112). Echoing Schafer, Karin Bijsterveld 
explains the link between noise and power, as illustrated in the Woolf quote above: "In sum, 
the historiography and anthropology of sound make clear that noise and silence refer to 
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deeply rooted cultural hierarchies. The right to make noise as well as the right to decide 
which sounds are allowed or forbidden has long been the privilege of the powerful” (40). 
That is, those with money and power are able to control their own noise as well as the noise 
of others. Lady Bruton’s power is indicated and affirmed by the control she has over the 
noise around her.   
 Woolf’s innovation in these examples lies in her use of sound as a narrative device to 
convey intimacy: many of the details we read in the novel are conveyed through characters’ 
personal reactions to their audible environment. Whether sound is used to evoke particular 
memories or to reveal otherwise unknown personal information about characters, it always 
delivers insight into the idiosyncratic life of the modern mind. An additional feature of 
modernist style in Woolf’s writing is the dependency her characters have on the cacophony 
of the busy, mechanized streets. Even the loud whirr of the ambulance rushing by—
presumably to pick up Smith after he has leapt from his window—are comforting to Peter 
Walsh, who thinks not of a potential tragedy but of “the triumphs of civilisation” indicated 
by “the light high bell of the ambulance” (151). For Walsh, city noise is a comforting 
distraction, proof that the city is operating the way it should.  
Woolf consistently details the multi-dimensional and multi-directional sounds of the 
city. 57 Cuddy-Keane has argued that  
the auscultation from different spatial points in the city implies the kind of expanded 
listening audience actualized with the advent of broadcasting. And, although the 
clock of Westminster and the airplane are not electronic media, Woolf's precise 
57 I write “multi-dimensional” because Woolf documents both consciously acknowledged 
sounds—such as Big Ben’s bell and the ambulance—and less consciously acknowledged 
“keynote sounds,” which Schafer in The Soundscape has called ubiquitous sounds that “suggest[ 
] the possibility of a deep and pervasive influence on our behavior and moods” (9).  
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representation of them through sound reflects the new aural sensitivity coincident with 
the emergence of the gramophone and the wireless. ( “Virginia Woolf” 71)  
 
To be sure, although Woolf doesn’t directly feature sound recording devices in her novel, 
she does represent new ways of listening—often private listening in public spaces—that 
emphasize acts of personal interpretation and highlight indeterminacy. If Woolf writes about 
Miss La Trobe in Between the Acts as a character who has learned to manipulate 
communication before it is disseminated, in Mrs. Dalloway she writes about characters who 
have already learned to process individually the signals they receive. Cuddy-Keane has 
claimed that “Woolf's auscultation shifts between mechanical and natural noises and 
discovers a new integrated polytextural music" (84). Through the categories of sound that fill 
the novel—including both mechanical and natural city sounds, remembered / imagined 
sounds, and domestic sounds—certainly, this is true. Yet a fifth category can be demarcated 
once we begin to view the characters’ ears as transducers, and that category is the most 
modern of all: the individuated melodies, as it were, of the mind.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright © Leah Hutchison Toth 2016 
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Chapter 4: 
Inaudible Man: Jazz, Phonography, and the Mechanics of Listening in Invisible Man 
“My strength comes from Louis Armstrong and Jimmy Rushing, Hot Lips Page and people 
on that level, Duke Ellington, Mrs. Breaux, Mark Twain—all kinds of American figures who 
have been influenced by and contributed to that complex interaction of background and 
cultures which is specifically American. –- Ralph Ellison58 
 
“The best thing about jazz is that it makes a person appreciate freedom, I believe. Jazz and 
freedom go hand in hand. What do you think about that?” – Thelonious Monk59 
 
 In many interviews and essays, Ralph Ellison has noted the confluence of cultures he 
discovered as a child listening to records and living in a time when both jazz and classical 
music influenced young musicians. In “Living with Music,” he writes about his childhood in 
Oklahoma City: 
[W]e learned some of it all, for in the United States when traditions are juxtaposed 
they tend, regardless of what we do to prevent it, irresistibly to merge. Thus, 
musically at least, each child in our town was an heir of all the ages. . . . [T]he step 
from the spirituality of the spirituals to that of the Beethoven of the symphonies or 
the Bach of the chorales is not as vast as it seems. Nor is the romanticism of a 
Brahms or Chopin completely unrelated to that of Louis Armstrong. (Living with 
Music 14) 
Ellison also insisted that early access to mass media—including radio, phonographs, and 
books—shaped his interest in the world beyond his childhood community, and the world of 
music. Of interest to him was an impressive array of recordings by artists as varied as 
German sopranos and American blues and jazz artists (“Living with Music” 12). His 
experience confirms what William Howland Kenney has noted, that “[t]he phonograph 
spread a taste for operatic and symphonic music to those who could never have heard them 
in performance, but it also spread different sorts of jazz, blues, country, and a variety of 
58 “My Strength” 286. 
59 Monk 98. 
88 
 
                                                 
                                                                                                                                                  
ethnic musical styles to a large number of groups who could not have otherwise heard them” 
(xiv). Ellison often acknowledges that these recordings helped to expand his worldview, and 
they informed his views on racial relations and artistic possibilities, as well as his own role as 
an African American writer. 
 As a novelist, Ellison is ideally situated as an heir, too, of literary traditions. In 
Invisible Criticism, Alan Nadel traces Ellison’s complex series of allusions in Invisible Man to 
nineteenth-century canonical works by Melville, Emerson, and Twain, arguing that Ellison’s 
“objective was to use the technical innovations of the modern novel to alter tradition as he 
received it, to reinterpret the American canon” (17). Ellison secured his own place in the 
American literary canon by addressing traditionally American themes of race, the individual 
in society, and ethical responsibility. Equally evident is his place in the trajectory of 
modernist experimental fiction. Ellison recalls reading with interest American and European 
modernists “in barbershops,” and his writings are peppered with specific references and 
allusions to Joyce’s famous works (Going to the Territory 499). Invisible Man is, in many ways, its 
own Ulysses, its narrator on a quest to assert his individual voice in a sea of oppressors who 
would thwart his ambitions and commandeer his voice to achieve their own ends.  
 The invisible man of the novel, like Ellison himself, is a technologically sophisticated 
leading man. By the time Ellison began writing the novel in 1945, sound recording 
technology had become a booming industry, if no less a wonder. Whereas Rainer Maria 
Rilke had built phonographs in elementary school and dreamed of all manner of surfaces 
that could be made to sound under the needle, Ellison “played around with radio--building 
crystal sets and circuits consisting of a few tubes, which [he] found published in the radio 
magazines” (Shadow and Act 63). His interest continued into adulthood; as a child, he built 
radios out of recycled ice cream cartons, but as an adult he built his own amplifiers and high-
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fidelity sound systems. As he notes in his introduction to Invisible Man, Ellison relied on his 
work with electronics as a source of income while he was writing his novel (x). Many of 
Ellison’s writings reveal not only his interest in the artists, music, and recordings of his time, 
but also his clear affection for the technologies that enable the crisp reproduction of music.  
 In this chapter, I argue that Ellison’s dual interests in recorded music and sonic 
fidelity offer a useful avenue for interpretation of Invisible Man. More specifically, I will use 
Claude E. Shannon’s and Warren Weaver’s groundbreaking principles of communication 
theory, first published in 1948, to argue that Ellison’s novel is about a man learning that 
communication is a discipline. Just as the invisible man desires the resonance of five Louis 
Armstrong records playing simultaneously, so does he wish to speak and be heard, to 
eliminate the “noise” of preconceptions that render him invisible to his audience. The 
Prologue and Epilogue of Invisible Man frame the chapters of the book with an account of 
the narrator’s enlightening listening experience: Reefer in hand, he plays a recording of Louis 
Armstrong’s “What Did I Do to Be so Black and Blue” and describes how the marijuana 
enables him to listen differently: “The unheard sounds came through, and each melodic line 
existed of itself, stood out clearly from all the rest, said its piece, and waited patiently for the 
other voices to speak. That night I found myself hearing not only in time, but in space as 
well. I not only entered the music but descended, like Dante, into its depths” (8 – 9). The 
passage that follows is a dreamlike sequence in which the invisible man hears behind Louis 
Armstrong’s simple lyrics, “What did I do / To be so black / and blue?” a deep, dark 
narrative of a slave woman whose master—also the father of her children—died before 
freeing her and her children. As this chapter will illustrate, Ellison uses this experience of 
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listening to an “invisible man”60 as a metaphor for the novel’s central theme of learning to 
listen beneath surfaces. Indeed, Invisible Man is, in many ways, a novel about learning how to 
listen and also about how to become audible to others. Detecting a narrative of suffering and 
struggle in the deep grooves of a Louis Armstrong record represents an essential discipline 
the narrator has learned throughout the many episodes of the book: in an oppressive society 
where, as Nadel has argued, history “belongs to whoever owns the erasers,” a would-be 
leader such as the invisible man must treat close listening as a discipline (xiii). Furthermore, 
throughout the course of his adventures, the narrator learns many lessons about the function 
of noise for men such as Armstrong, Dr. Bledsoe, and Rinehart, who succeed by taking 
advantage of their own invisibility. In so doing, the invisible man learns that African 
American leaders deliberately inject a sort of noise into interactions with whites; he learns 
how to decode it, and he ultimately learns how to employ it in order to find his own voice. 
In learning to make his own noise, the narrator enables his own visibility—or rather, he 
learns to use his invisibility to empower himself. 
Noise in the Channels of Communication 
 In 1948, Claude E. Shannon, an electrical engineer and cryptographer employed at 
Bell Labs, published “The Mathematical Theory of Communication,” a paper that would 
cement his reputation as the originator of modern information theory. In researching how to 
improve the transmission of sound over Bell telephone networks, Shannon began to study 
how best to amplify the aural transmission of a message without amplifying inevitably 
occurring noise. As Graham P. Collins has noted, “Shannon defined in mathematical terms 
what information is and how it can be transmitted in the face of noise. What had been 
60 Armstrong is both figuratively and literally invisible in the novel: like the narrator, he’s invisible 
not only because people don’t see him for who he actually is, but also because he’s a 
disembodied voice on the narrator’s record. His audible presence underscores his visible 
absence. 
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viewed as quite distinct modes of communication--the telegraph, telephone, radio and 
television--were unified in a single framework” (par. 1). Warren Weaver, Shannon’s fellow 
scientist and mathematician, expanded upon Shannon’s initial paper in “Recent 
Contributions to the Mathematical Theory of Communication.” Weaver’s essay aims to 
provide a general introduction to Shannon’s mathematically detailed essay and to suggest 
ideas “for broader application of the fundamental principles of communication theory” 
(Shannon and Weaver, Preface). Weaver takes care to note, “the word communication will be 
used here in a very broad sense to include all of the procedures by which one mind may 
affect another. This, of course, involves not only written and oral speech, but also music, the 
pictorial arts, the theatre, the ballet, and in fact all human behavior” (95). The influence of 
the two scientists’ work extends to theorists and literary critics including Jacques Lacan, 
Marshall McLuhan, Friedrich Kittler, Michel Serres, and William Paulson, all of whom have 
based their own work on principles first enunciated in The Mathematical Theory of 
Communication. It is interesting to consider Invisible Man, which was written in the same years 
as Shannon’s and Weaver’s essays, in light of this unprecedented study on communication, 
especially since Ellison shows a similar concern with the way messages are transmitted and 
received.61 Furthermore, Ellison’s modification (in a fictional setting) of what was assumed 
to be a widely applicable theory of communication illustrates how African Americans 
benefited from intentionally distorting messages.  
 The basic theory of communication, as Weaver explains it, includes five essential 
elements: information source, transmitter, noise source (the channel), receiver, and 
destination. Each plays a part in the process of transmitting information from a speaker to a 
receiver. The information source is responsible for generating a message; the transmitter 
61 Weaver explains that messages “may consist of written or spoken words, or of pictures, music, 
etc.”(98)—in other words, any communication. 
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“changes this message into the signal which is actually sent over the communication channel from 
the transmitter to the receiver.” Weaver describes the receiver as “a sort of inverse transmitter, 
changing the transmitted signal back into a message, and handling this message on to the 
destination,” or the brain of the person receiving the message (98 – 9).  
 Weaver accounts for two different kinds of noise in communication signals. The first 
type of noise is caused by the medium, itself—“static (in radio)” (99) or a scratch on a 
record, for instance—and the second is noise unintentionally generated by the sender or the 
noise of interpretation generated by the receiver who decodes the message. 
 For example, if I said to a co-worker, “Next Monday, we have a meeting at 1:00 p.m. 
in the auditorium,” I might assume that my co-worker knows I mean the Davis auditorium 
next to our office building rather than the Carroll auditorium, which is across campus from 
our offices. Yet my ambiguity creates two possible messages for my co-worker, who must 
“decode” my message: Did I mean the Davis auditorium or the Carroll auditorium? My 
unintentional ambiguity has created a surplus of information, or what Weaver would refer to 
as noise.  
 Interestingly, Weaver equates such noise with an increase in information. 
“Information,” he writes, “is a measure of one’s freedom of choice in selecting a message. 
The greater this freedom of choice, and hence the greater the information, the greater is the 
uncertainty that the message actually selected is some particular one. Thus greater freedom 
of choice, greater uncertainty, greater information go hand in hand” (108-9). A surplus of 
information, he concludes, can be good or bad, depending on the intentions of the 
information source: “Uncertainty which arises by virtue of freedom of choice on the part of 
the sender is desirable uncertainty” (109). Uncertainty in the message is of course desirable 
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when the sender wishes to be equivocal for his or her own good and/or when one particular 
interpretation is insufficient. 
 In this section, I show how, in Invisible Man, Ellison presents a narrative in which the 
intentional generation of noise in communication is both beneficial and necessary because 
noise—or surplus information—can mask subversive intentions that benefit African 
Americans in an institutionally and culturally oppressive environment. In other words, when 
African American leaders in the novel speak to whites, there is often a deliberate distortion 
in their delivery of information. To be unequivocal is to endanger oneself, as illustrated, for 
instance, in the invisible man’s “social equality” blunder early in the novel, or even in the 
invisible man’s decision to drive Mr. Norton beyond places he was intended to see. Invisible 
Man is largely about communication; the invisible man is invisible not only because he has 
no control over how a racist society interprets his speech and actions, but also because he is 
unable to communicate with others on his own terms. Real communication, he decides, 
results from eliminating societal prejudices (received “noise”) so that one can listen and see 
with crystal clarity. Since such social change appears to the narrator to be impossible, the 
only real solution is to learn how to communicate through his invisibility. If he can’t put an 
end to the prejudices that affect his place in the world, he can still channel noise in a way 
that allows him to manipulate how he is seen and heard.  
 In the Prologue, Ellison establishes the novel’s theme of multiple information 
streams. Dreaming of gadgets, the invisible man desires to listen to several records at once 
so that he can experience music more deeply:  
Now I have one radio-phonograph; I plan to have five. There is a certain acoustical 
deadness in my hole, and when I have music I want to feel its vibration, not only with 
my ear but with my whole body. I’d like to hear five recordings of Louis Armstrong 
94 
 
                                                                                                                                                  
playing and singing “What Did I Do to Be so Black and Blue”—all at the same time. 
(7 – 8) 
It may be tempting to disregard this passage as the words of an eccentric—just before it, he 
does call himself a “‘thinker-tinker’” in the tradition of “Ford, Edison and Franklin.” Yet the 
Prologue illustrates the narrator’s coming age during a personal electronics boom; he 
associates excess light and sound with “vital aliveness” (7), and throughout the novel, he 
often thinks in metaphors of technology. The five records could be said to represent five 
narrative strands, each telling a different story. Listening to Armstrong while stoned, he 
experiences “a new analytical way of listening to music,” which allowed “unheard sounds” to 
become audible (8 – 9). Here and elsewhere, 62 Ellison will return to the notion of “unheard 
sounds,” or sounds/narratives detectable beneath surfaces and/or lamentably unrecorded. 63  
 One might ask of Ellison or his narrator, why are such “sounds” unheard, and why 
don’t we hear them? What do we hear? Part of the problem, the text illustrates, is that people 
hear and see what they want to hear and see, or that which has been made accessible to 
them. As Dr. Bledsoe reveals to the narrator in chapter six, the stories that have been made 
accessible to the people are the stories of the majority, who shape the information of 
minority groups to suit their own needs: “These white folk have newspapers, magazines, 
radios, spokesmen to get their ideas across. If they want to tell the world a lie, they can tell it 
so well that it becomes the truth; and if I tell them that you’re lying, they’ll tell the world 
even if you prove you’re telling the truth. Because it’s the kind of lie they want to hear. . .” 
(143). Key to this passage is the notion that whites control the media, and therefore control 
62 In “Minton’s,” written in 1959, Ellison describes a mural that features jazz musicians “bend[ing] 
to their music in a quiet concatenation of unheard sound” (545).  
63 Also resonant here is Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn”: “Heard melodies are sweet, but those 
unheard / Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on; / Not to the sensual ear, but, more 
endear’d, / Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone” (1297). 
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what information (or noise) is distributed to the public; also important is Bledsoe’s assertion 
that those with authority want to hear a story that confirms what they already want to think. 
The second of these is a fundamental element of invisibility, as the narrator comes to 
understand it; he senses that the people around him see him as a sort of foregone 
conclusion, a member of a group with fixed qualities—all predictable, negative, and 
unchangeable. When, after hearing the narrative of the slave woman in the grooves of the 
Armstrong tune, the invisible man notes that “it was a strangely satisfying experience for an 
invisible man to hear the silence of sound” (13), he suggests he has learned that the pleasing 
surface noise of one narrative can and often does conceal obscured, often agonizing truths. 
To distinguish truth from noise, one must listen closely. This is a lesson imparted by other 
African American characters to the narrator again and again in the first several chapters of 
the novel, and it is a lesson he doesn’t begin to heed until after his accident at Liberty Paints. 
 Close listening—or the narrator’s process of identifying what he calls “unheard 
sounds”—is a discipline we see him learning throughout the novel. Learning to detect, 
decode, and create noisy messages enables him to return to his community, where we can 
assume he will undertake the orator’s work he feels compelled to do. His work of detection 
begins with his grandfather’s haunting deathbed confession to his son, which the narrator 
overheard as a child: 
“Son, after I’m gone I want you to keep up the good fight. I never told you, but our 
life is a war and I have been a traitor all my born days, a spy in the enemy’s country 
ever since I give up my gun back in the Reconstruction. Live with your head in the 
lion’s mouth. I want you to overcome ‘em with yeses, undermine ‘em with grins, 
agree ‘em to death and destruction, let ‘em swoller you till they vomit or bust wide 
open.” (16) 
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The grandfather, presumed by his family to be senile, advocates exactly the sort of noise I’ve 
described above and the sort of noise by which Dr. Bledsoe lives and thrives: telling whites 
what they want to hear while secretly carrying out a subversive agenda.  
 Invisible Man consistently features references to surfaces and depths, references that 
are especially salient when we remember that each chapter is a retrospective in which the 
narrator recounts lessons learned. In one of the first examples, while driving Mr. Norton 
around the campus of his southern school, the narrator recounts quite literally—and 
unintentionally—disguising a bodily noise with a less offensive noise: “I had just come from 
dinner and in bending forward to suppress a belch, I accidentally pressed the button on the 
wheel and the belch became a loud and shattering blast of the horn” (37). Embarrassed, the 
narrator apologizes to Mr. Norton, yet here is an early symbol for a lesson he will learn again 
and again: how one unpleasant message can be transformed into a more palatable one. 
 Jim Trueblood’s story of incest in the second chapter takes on new significance in 
light of Ellison’s binary of noisy surface and depth. According to Trueblood’s tale, which the 
narrator says was delivered with “a deep, incantatory quality, as though he had told the story 
many, many times” (54), the farmer impregnated his own daughter in an act that turned 
black school officials and the black community against him. The tale of Trueblood’s deed 
has a different impact on whites, however; he reveals that his fortunes changed after people 
heard the news: “‘They wanted to hear about the gal lots of times and they gimme somethin’ 
to eat and drink and some tobacco. . . . The white folks took up for me. And the white folks 
took to coming out here to see us and talk with us.’” Trueblood describes how his family, 
having fallen on hard times, has gone from being poor and barely able to survive in the cold 
to “‘pretty good now’” (53). In his introduction to “Trueblood’s Song,” Robert G. O’Meally 
penetratingly asks whether Trueblood is “true to the stereotype of black ‘blood’ as beastly” 
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or “true to the American black legacy of manipulating that image,” adding that “Trueblood 
is a wounded man whose singing of the blues and powerful blues narration lends him the 
power to endure” (Living with Music 148). It would seem that both are true: whites extend 
their charity to Trueblood and his family because his act confirms their horrible 
expectations, and Trueblood is singing a sort of blues. 64 Yet Trueblood’s story seems to be 
more performance than fact, something the narrator intuits as Trueblood tells his story in 
vivid detail: “Trueblood seemed to smile at me behind his eyes as he looked from the white 
man to me and continued.” This detail suggests not merely manipulation of expected 
behavior, but perhaps a fabrication of such behavior, a duplicity the narrator is too young and 
naïve to detect at the time.65 Trueblood, it would seem, is a trickster who recognized an 
opportunity to deliver his family from hard times, and who, in spinning his yarn evokes the 
more disturbing—because sincere—reaction of Mr. Norton, whom we already know has a 
rather abnormal attachment to his deceased daughter. 66 More than anything, Mr. Norton 
seems impressed that Trueblood was able to commit such an abomination: “‘You did and 
are unharmed!’ he shouted, his blue eyes blazing into the black face with something like envy 
and indignation. Trueblood looked helplessly at me. I looked away. I understood no more 
64 Ellison has written that the blues’ “attraction lies in this, that they at once express both the 
agony of life and the possibility of conquering it through sheer toughness of spirit. They fall short 
of tragedy only in that they provide no solution, offer no scapegoat but the self” (“Richard Wright’s 
Blues” 118).  
65 In the first pages of the novel, the narrator confirms his naiveté, believing whites thought his 
speech on humility was a success: “On my graduation day I delivered an oration in which I 
showed that humility was the secret, indeed, the very essence of progress. . . . It was a great 
success. Everyone praised me and I was invited to give the speech at a gathering of the town’s 
leading white citizens. It was a triumph for our whole community” (17). 
66 As Nadel and others have suggested, “[t]he detailed account of Trueblood’s incest shocks 
Norton, who has unconsciously harbored incestuous desires for his own daughter” (94). Indeed, 
in the second chapter, Ellison juxtaposes Trueblood’s story with Mr. Norton’s own story of his 
daughter and her death:  
“‘She was too pure for life,’ [Norton] said sadly; ‘too pure and too good and too beautiful. 
We were sailing together, touring the world, just she and I, when she became ill in Italy. . 
. . The best medical science in the world could not save her. It was a lonely return, a 
bitter voyage. I have never recovered. I have never forgiven myself. Everything I’ve done 
since her passing has been a monument to her memory’” (43).  
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than he” (51). What is revealed in this chapter, then, is not only Mr. Norton’s hidden desires, 
but also Trueblood’s awareness of the power of his own noisy rhetoric. Whether 
embellishing a truth or fabricating one, he shapes a story that will appeal to the wealthy 
white trustee—and his wallet—while simultaneously suggesting to the narrator a truth that 
belies appearances. 
 Dr. Bledsoe is more direct with the narrator after discovering he has chauffeured the 
trustee to areas of town not intended for his eyes. “‘Haven’t you the sense God gave a dog? 
We take these white folks where we want them to go, we show them what we want them to 
see. Don’t you know that? I thought you had some sense” (102). The narrator describes as a 
“shock” the transformation that comes over Bledsoe’s face as he prepares to face Mr. 
Norton again: “As we approached a mirror Dr. Bledsoe stopped and composed his angry 
face like a sculptor, making it a bland mask, leaving only the sparkle of his eyes to betray the 
emotion that I had seen only a moment before” (102). Dr. Bledsoe conceals his wrath, 
smiling, crooning, and showing “a strange grandmotherly concern” for Mr. Norton, who 
was injured at the Golden Day. In composing himself to face a white audience, Dr. Bledsoe 
reveals to the invisible man his own rhetorical power over Mr. Norton; he takes advantage 
of invisibility in a different way than Trueblood, but both men show the narrator how to use 
white expectations to create two different narratives. One lets oppressors keep their illusions 
while allowing the oppressed to survive or, in Bledsoe’s case, thrive. Bledsoe bluntly tells the 
narrator, “My God, boy! You’re black and living in the South—did you forget how to lie?” 
(130). It is the very same discipline the narrator’s grandfather advocated from his deathbed, 
the discipline of disguising an undesirable (to whites) truth with artifice. 
99 
 
                                                                                                                                                  
 The vet, better traveled than Dr. Bledsoe and far more unequivocal with whites than 
either Bledsoe or Trueblood, has the same advice for the young narrator as he boards the 
bus to New York, having been expelled from the college67:  
“[F]or God’s sake, learn to look beneath the surface,” he said. “Come out of the fog, 
young man. And remember you don’t have to be a complete fool in order to 
succeed. Play the game, but don’t believe in it—that much you owe yourself. . . . Play 
the game, but play it in your own way—part of the time at least. Play the game, but 
raise the ante, my boy. Learn how it operates, learn how you operate.” (153-4) 
The invisible man finds the vet’s directness distasteful and seeks to find a seat as far away 
from him as possible, yet his advice will resonate strongly with him later, joining the 
haunting voice of the young man’s grandfather. The vet is the first, in fact, to refer to the 
young man as “invisible” and “a walking zombie” before Mr. Norton because of his 
unwillingness to see what his elders are attempting to teach him. From the vet’s perspective, 
the artless young man is hollow, a sort of clay molded by whites’ expectations of him. In the 
Golden Day, the vet says to Mr. Norton, “‘He’s invisible, a walking personification of the 
Negative, the most perfect achievement of your dreams, sir. The mechanical man!’” (94) 
This is the last advice the invisible man will receive before arriving in New York, and it 
marks the near end of his innocence. 68 The vet is almost prophetic, predicting the genuine 
call to social responsibility the narrator will feel after Tod Clifton’s murder: “It’s really a very 
crude affair. Really pre-Renaissance—and that game has been analyzed, put down in books. 
But down here they’ve forgotten to take care of the books and that’s your opportunity” 
67 Like the invisible man, himself, the college is unnamed in the novel. 
68 The narrator doesn’t fully achieve his independence from others until the end of the novel, but 
he develops a more mature perspective of whites after his Liberty Paints accident, saying, “I was 
no longer afraid. Not of important men, not of trustees and such; for knowing now that there was 
nothing which I could expect from them, there was no reason to be afraid” (249). 
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(154). In other words, the vet realizes the invisible man’s potential to learn the “game” of 
communicating in a way that intentionally generates ambiguous, “noisy” messages; in so 
doing, the vet contends, he can use the system of oppression against itself by speaking on 
two levels, one of which keeps whites naively pleased while the other tells an important 
history of an oppressed people. 
 In human communication as featured in Invisible Man, black ambiguity is often a 
deliberate response to white oppression, which is reinforced by whites’ deep-seated 
prejudices and expectations of African Americans. Applying Shannon and Weaver’s 
theoretical concept to Ellison’s novel helps to explain the discipline of listening for the 
narrator, who, in the main chapters of the novel, is trying to learn the art of self-assertion in 
an environment that regards him as an anonymous face in a group.  
The Jazz Artist and the Novelist 
 In his essays, Ellison consistently writes about the complex relationship between the 
individual and the group, particularly regarding the African American artist’s role in his/her 
community. In “Richard Wright’s Blues,” published in 1945, Ellison points out that “the 
pre-individualistic black community,” particularly in the South, “discourages individuality out 
of self-defense. Having learned through experience that the whole group is punished for the 
actions of the single member, it has worked out efficient techniques of behavior control” 
(Living with Music 114-5). He praises Richard Wright for forging his own artistic values in 
Native Son, his relentlessly bleak portrayal of Bigger Thomas, a young African American man 
so consumed with fear and hatred for the oppressive conditions forced on him that he takes 
the lives of a wealthy white girl and his own girlfriend (108). Ellison describes a group 
dynamic that is protective and warm when one is in sync but that can be harsh toward those 
who break away: “He becomes a stranger even to his relatives and he interprets gestures of 
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protection as blows of oppression” (115). Ellison depicts such treatment as an inevitable rite 
of passage for those who would assert their identity apart from the group. 
For Ellison, breaking away from his community was an essential component of 
becoming an artist. In the face of criticism, he stressed his role as an individual for whom art 
was more important than activism. In “Black Boys and Native Sons,” published in 1963, 
Irving Howe criticized Invisible Man for Ellison’s emphasis on an individual rather than on 
the suffering in the black community: “What astonishes one most about Invisible Man is the 
apparent freedom it displays from the ideological and emotional penalties suffered by 
Negroes in [the United States]” (362). In an ironic response titled “The World and the Jug,” 
Ellison eloquently writes, “We must express ‘black’ anger and ‘clenched militancy’; most of 
all we should not become too interested in the problems of the art of literature, even though 
it is through these that we seek our individual identities. And between writing well and being 
ideologically militant, we must choose militancy” (167). This persistent theme in Ellison’s 
nonfiction also runs through Invisible Man. At every turn, the narrator frees himself from the 
tyranny of one group, only to find himself (sometimes unwillingly) tethered to another. 69 
Only by “going underground” is the invisible man able to escape some kind of inhibiting 
group association. 
Given Ellison’s background as a trumpeter and his former ambitions to become a 
classical composer, it comes as no surprise that the jazz musician, for him, represents the 
summit of individual artistry (Shadow and Act 68). 70 The jazz Ellison admired was not the 
69 For instance, the narrator wishes to distinguish himself from the other young black men in the 
battle royal chapter, and at Liberty Paints he is falsely accused by Lucius Brockway of being a 
union member. He leaves the hospital after his accident at the paint plant, only to be recruited by 
the Brotherhood two chapters later.  
70 In response to an interviewer’s question about whether his desire to work in the symphony 
rather than in jazz circles suggested “a sort of denial of [his] own cultural situation as a Negro,” 
Ellison is quick to explain that it wasn’t unusual for a young musician to wish to become a 
classical composer who was also an expert in jazz. (Shadow and Act 68). 
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heavily improvised, politically driven bebop of the 1940s but the inclusive and danceable 
band music of previous decades. That said, the jazz and blues artists Ellison most often 
praises in his writings are known for their solo virtuosity: Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong, 
Jimmy Rushing, and Mahalia Jackson, among many others. Alyn Shipton has pointed out 
that Armstrong was the first jazz recording artist to overshadow the group dynamic of acts 
such as Jelly Roll Morton’s ensembles. Armstrong, he writes, created “the first substantial 
body of recordings in jazz history to contain extended virtuoso solos” (132). Armstrong was 
an innovator; he could stand apart from the band and improvise just as skillfully as he could 
lead it. As Shipton writes, Armstrong “brought an element of improvisation into the 
phrasing and timing of the lead itself that had not yet been achieved on record by other 
players” (132-3). While later players would come to see Armstrong as old-fashioned, he 
undeniably continued a tradition that had been passed along to him, adding to it an emphasis 
on the jazz soloist.  
Even the best soloists, however, learned by listening to and playing with others. In 
“The Golden Age, Time Past,” his essay for Esquire magazine’s 1959 special feature on jazz 
music, Ellison captures vividly the communal spirit of jam sessions in Minton’s Playhouse, 
one of New York’s most storied jazz clubs. Minton’s, he argues, was “a necessity more 
important to jazz musicians than food: a place in which to hold their interminable jam 
sessions” (109). He describes the trial-by-fire, nearly sacred experience through which 
players emerge as artists:  
Here it is more meaningful to speak, not of courses of study, of grades and degrees, 
but of apprenticeship, ordeals, initiation ceremonies, of rebirth. For after the 
jazzman has learned the fundamentals of his instrument and the traditional 
techniques of jazz, . . . he must then “find himself,” must be reborn, must find, as it 
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were, his soul. All this through achieving that subtle identification between his 
instrument and his deepest drives which will allow him to express his own unique 
ideas and his own unique voice. He must achieve, in short, his self-determined 
identity. (110) 
For Ellison, there was a clear link between the artistry of the jazz soloist and that of the 
novelist; both learned by observing carefully those who had come before them, absorbing, 
imitating, and building on techniques of style and communication. Both, he felt, “were 
performing a social function” as “bringers of joy,” despite their technically dissimilar 
occupations (“Interview with WKY-TV” 261). 71 Perhaps this helps to explain Ellison’s 
reaction to Irving Howe because, having spent years reading and studying the literary 
techniques of Eliot, Joyce, Hemingway, and Wright, and having forged his own writerly 
voice in Invisible Man, he felt that Howe had reduced his art to the very sociological matters 
that artistic technique had allowed him to transcend.  
 Indeed, Ellison once wrote that the blues—the closest antecedent of jazz—“are not 
primarily concerned with civil rights or obvious political protest; they are an art form and 
thus a transcendence of those conditions created within the Negro community by the denial 
of social justice.”  They are also, he adds, a technique of survival (“Blues People” 131). In 
jazz clubs such as Minton’s, musicians became members and leaders of their own subcultural 
organizations, and their status gave them the courage to face oppressive conditions they 
were powerless to change. 72 Within such small musical communities, jazz players perfected 
71 Ellison continues: “since [novelists] do deal with words and ideas, we’re supposed to be a little 
more explicit, in a subtle way, than musicians are supposed to be” (261). 
72 In a recent homage to Ornette Coleman in The Guardian, Neneh Cherry affirms, “My mum told 
me how shocked she was when she first went to New York with Don [Cherry] in 1966 and she 
met some of the great musicians he knew. They were towering figures, but many of them were 
poor, living in squalor, struggling to get by. They were adventurers making this free music and 
playing in this spirit of self-discovery, but every time they put down their instruments and walked 
out the door, America would slap them in the face” (par. 9). 
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their craft and emerged with individual style and skill. No wonder, then, that the artistry of 
the jazz musician is the condition to which both Ellison and his narrator in Invisible Man 
aspire. Further, improvisation, for the invisible man—and simulated improvisation, for 
Ellison—is a key component of the art of communication, oral and written.  
 Invisible Man is a Künstlerroman in the vein of Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young 
Man, whose protagonist Stephen Dedalus learns to reject the Irish Catholicism of his 
upbringing to follow instead his artistic muse. Joyce’s novel depicts Stephen’s emotional 
highs and lows that crest and plummet like the wax-winged Icarus’s flight and fall from the 
sun. But the novel ends in flight, with Stephen’s excitement over his artistic plans: “I go to 
encounter for the millionth time the reality of experience and to forge in the smithy of my 
soul the uncreated conscience of my race” (218). In rejection of “home,” “fatherland,” and 
“church,” Stephen vows, “I will try to express myself in some mode of life or art as freely as 
I can and as wholly as I can, using for my defence the only arms I allow myself to use, 
silence, exile and cunning” (213). Similarly, the invisible man soars and tumbles through each 
chapter, hoping with each new encounter to discover himself as an artist: “I was looking for 
myself and asking everyone except myself questions which I, and only I, could answer” 
(15). 73 For Stephen, forging his identity means finding sanctuary in continental Europe, and 
for the invisible man it means, quite literally, using silence (leaving the Brotherhood), exile 
(retreating to his underground home), and cunning (sabotaging Monopolated Light & Power 
and planning his return to the land of the living) to discover his identity and purpose. The 
older and wiser invisible man of the Prologue and Epilogue sees his life—and narrates it 
73 In “An American Dilemma: A Review,” Ellison references the line from Portrait, emphasizing 
that one’s self discovery benefits not only the individual, but also the group: “What is needed are 
Negroes to take [Negro culture] and create of it 'the uncreated consciousness of their race.' In 
doing so they will do far more; they will help create a more human American" (Shadow and Act 
340). 
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retrospectively—as a series of surfaces that obscure truths. Hence Ellison’s assertion in 
Shadow and Act that “American Negro life is, for the Negro who must live it, not only a 
burden (and not always that) but also a discipline--just as any human life which has endured so 
long is a discipline teaching its own insights into the human condition, its own strategies of 
survival” (159). In learning the discipline of communication, the invisible man also discovers 
his voice as an artist. 
 The invisible man moves through three distinct stages in the novel—from novice to 
apprentice, and, finally, to artist. His development as a speaker coincides clearly with his 
ability to detect rhetorical skill and identify meaning behind messages. All previous lessons 
imparted from characters including his grandfather, Bledsoe, the vet, and Emerson74 
culminate with his speech in Harlem after Tod Clifton is murdered. He finds his purpose, at 
last, in developing his own voice to his own chosen ends, no longer to be part of an 
organization using him for its own agenda. 
 The young narrator gives his first speech in chapter one, under some of the most 
humiliating circumstances imaginable. Coerced into joining a battle royal with other young 
black men for the viewing pleasure of “some of the most important men of the town,” the 
narrator recalls “suspect[ing] that fighting a battle royal might detract from the dignity of 
[his] speech” (18). Indeed, he is forced to wear uncomfortable “fighting togs,” fight blindly 
against other boys, ogle a beautiful naked woman, and rush against other boys to pick up 
coins from an electrified mat—all of this as the men of the town grow increasingly drunk 
and rowdy. This is the context within which he gives his first speech. Nonetheless, the 
narrator emphasizes every word as he tries to cut through the men’s laughter: “The speech 
74 After realizing that Bledsoe’s supposed letters of recommendation for white trustees betray the 
narrator’s confidence and trust, young Emerson asks the narrator “[a]ren’t you curious about what 
lies behind the face of things?” (188) 
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seemed a hundred times as long as before, but I could not leave out a single word. All had to 
be said, each memorized nuance considered, rendered” (30). Ellison evokes sympathy from 
the reader by underscoring the futility of the boy’s determination to make a good impression 
on the racist townsmen by delivering a successful speech. For them, there is no successful 
speech, there is only entertainment and mockery—that is, until the narrator utters the phrase 
“social equality,” a phrase that almost gets him in trouble:  
I made a mistake and yelled a phrase I had often seen denounced in newspaper 
editorials, heard debated in private. 
  “Social . . .” 
  “What?” they yelled. 
  “. . . equality—”   
 The laughter hung smokelike in the sudden stillness. I opened my eyes, 
puzzled. Sounds of displeasure filled the room. The M.C. rushed forward. They 
shouted hostile phrases at me. But I did not understand. (31) 
As he corrects himself to say “social responsibility,” one of the men in the audience inquires, 
“‘You sure that about ‘equality’ was a mistake?’” and then, “‘We mean to do right by you, 
but you’ve got to know your place at all times. All right, now, go on with your speech’” (31). 
A novice, or “the bungling bugler of words,” as he refers to himself in Chapter Five (113), the 
narrator reveals his burgeoning talent for oration despite his lack of skill. His social blunder 
of uttering “equality” rather than “responsibility” is a dangerous mistake, but it is also the 
first example of the improvisational technique he hones throughout his experience. He 
acknowledges his early speeches as “more sound than sense, a play upon the resonances of 
buildings, an assault upon the temples of the ear” (113), yet with each speaking opportunity 
he learns to balance carefully his message and its “sound,” or its rhetorical impact on 
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listeners. The young bungling bugler of words resembles the novice trumpeter Ellison 
describes in “Living with Music,” who must be allowed to make mistakes in order to become 
great: “For who knew what skinny kid with his chops wrapped around a trumpet 
mouthpiece and a faraway look in his eyes might become the next Armstrong?” (9) And 
despite his humiliation and dangerously misspoken phrases, he receives positive 
reinforcement for his performance: a new briefcase and a scholarship to college. 
 The second time the invisible man gives a speech, it is without the naïveté of his first 
one. Walking down the streets of Harlem, he witnesses an eviction of an elderly couple and 
sees that the anger of the crowd is escalating, as onlookers threaten to attack the white 
officer carrying out the eviction. The narrator launches into a speech that, unlike his speech 
following the battle royal, is entirely unplanned and unscripted. He mimics the form of a jazz 
tune whose improvisations are largely organized around a head, or a recurrent melody to 
which all players return: “‘No, no,’ I heard myself yelling. ‘Black men! Brothers! Black 
Brothers! That’s not the way. We’re law-abiding. We’re a law-abiding people and a slow-to-
anger people” (275). He repeats a version of the phrase “[w]e’re a law-abiding people and a 
slow-to-anger people” twelve times throughout his speech, feeding on the reactions of the 
angry onlookers and trying to prevent them from attacking the officer. And while he doesn’t 
prevent the attack, he does inspire their more peaceful civil disobedience of taking the 
couple’s belongings back into their apartment. His skill also catches the attention of the 
Brotherhood, the organization that will harness his energies and hone his skill for most of 
the remaining chapters. In a coffee shop afterward, Brother Jack quizzes the narrator on his 
style: 
  “[Y]our anger was skillfully controlled. It had eloquence. Why was that?” 
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“Why? I suppose I felt sorry—I don’t know. Maybe I just felt like making a 
speech. There was the crowd waiting, so I said a few words. You might not believe 
it, but I didn’t know what I was going to say. . . .” (290) 
Already, the narrator has improved his craft of public speaking, having developed from a 
high school graduate who didn’t believe the words of his own scripted speech (17) to a 
young man developing a sensitivity to the needs and desires of a group with which he is 
associated—in this case, African Americans who feel strongly the injustices of the eviction. 
Giving him a new name, the Brotherhood convert him into an apprentice. Though he begins 
working to support an organization that he will eventually outgrow, he uses his experiences 
within it to develop his own art.  
 If the would-be soloist is ever to discover his/her own technique, he/she must be 
tried by the fire of the group, hence the uneasy peace of the narrator’s tenure in the 
Brotherhood. He accepts a name that is not his own and becomes a spokesperson for a 
group that doesn’t necessarily share his values. Some of the Brotherhood find his first 
speech for them “wild, hysterical, politically irresponsible and dangerous” (349), yet for the 
narrator the organization has provided a bigger stage on which to test his skills. Lying in bed 
on the night of that first big speech, he reflects on his new role as a sort of figurehead of the 
group: “As a Brotherhood spokesman I would represent not only my own group but one 
that was much larger. The audience was mixed, their claims broader than race. I would do 
whatever was necessary to serve them well. If they could take a chance with me, then I’d do 
the very best that I could” (353). Still, reconciling tensions between his role as a 
spokesperson for the group and his quest to discover his individual identity becomes for the 
narrator a divisive struggle. He considers his own identity by way of an old professor’s 
lecture on A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man: 
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“Stephen’s problem, like ours, was not actually one of creating the uncreated 
conscience of his race, but of creating the uncreated features of his face. Our task is that 
of making ourselves individuals. The conscience of a race is the gift of its individuals 
who see, evaluate, record . . . We create the race by creating ourselves and then to 
our great astonishment we will have created something far more important: We will 
have created a culture.” (354) 
The narrator longs to become “more than a member of a race” and vows to study with 
Brother Hambro to improve his rhetorical skills. “I had only to work and learn and survive 
in order to go to the top,” he concludes (355). Indeed, his training with Hambro, which he 
refers to as “mainly a time for listening,” results in his rising star in Harlem (358). Key here is 
the dynamic of the performer, who, while firmly part of the group, also transcends it. The 
invisible man realizes his role as someone who bears responsibility for the group even as he 
wishes to be heard as an individual.  
  A defining moment for the narrator’s rhetorical artistry occurs when he gives a 
speech to honor Tod Clifton; it is the speech that prompts his unceremonious departure 
from the Brotherhood, and it is significant because it represents a move toward self-
confidence and self-assertion, or what he calls “[m]y personal responsibility” (463). He 
speaks on his own behalf, no longer chained to the ideological constraints of the 
Brotherhood. Before speaking, he seems to realize his own transformation after an old man 
sings a familiar tune at Clifton’s funeral: 
[A]ll were touched; the song had aroused us all. It was not the words, for they were 
all the same old slave-borne words; it was as though he’d changed the emotion 
beneath the words while yet the old longing, resigned, transcendent emotion still 
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sounded above, now deepened by that something for which the theory of 
Brotherhood had given me no name. (453) 
He speaks eloquently with no guidance from the Brotherhood and gives a eulogy that is 
more about Tod Clifton and the plight of black Americans than about the communal 
movement of the Brotherhood. As in his first Harlem speech, he centers his eulogy on a 
head, which is “Go home” (455). Like an improvising jazz artist respecting his/her elders, he 
quotes “He Was a Man,” Sterling Brown’s 1932 poem about the lynching of a black man: 
“His name was Clifton and they shot him down” (455). 75 During this speech, the narrator 
learns that the problems of the black community loom larger than those more ambiguously 
portrayed problems of the Brotherhood, and before concluding, he wraps up the identity of 
all blacks with that of Tod Clifton:  
“He’s in the box and we’re in there with him, and when I’ve told you this you can go. 
It’s dark in this box and it’s crowded. It has a cracked ceiling and a clogged-up toilet 
in the hall. . . . Tod Clifton is crowded and he needs the room. ‘Tell them to get out 
of the box,’ that’s what he would say if you could hear him. ‘Tell them to get out of 
the box and go teach the cops to forget that rhyme. Tell them to teach them that 
when they call you nigger to make a rhyme with trigger it makes the gun backfire.’” 
(458) 
With this speech, the narrator realizes his calling to fight for “social equality,” that phrase he 
had uttered as a younger, less rhetorically skilled young man. When sharply criticized by the 
Brotherhood for “‘riding “race” again,’” he retorts “‘I’m riding the race I’m forced to ride’; . . 
. If [Clifton had] been white, he’d be alive” (469). The narrator finally begins to recognize the 
Brotherhood as an oppressive force that tells the people what to think rather than using their 
75 The quoted line from Brown’s poem is “He was a man, and they laid him down” (1727) 
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involvement to shape an agenda. He realizes that, to this organization, he is a tool without 
personal integrity or ambition—ultimately, he sees his own invisibility. In this section, he 
begins to understand his own role in speaking for African Americans, whose “whole 
unrecorded history is spoken” all over Harlem, in “the gin mills and the barber shops and 
the juke joints and the churches” (471). Later, after plunging through a manhole and into its 
darkness below the Harlem streets, the narrator is dazed by a waking dream in which he 
faces adversaries past and present, Dr. Bledsoe, Emerson, Mr. Norton, and Brother Jack 
among them. “‘How does it feel to be free of one’s illusions?’” Brother Jack inquires (569), noting 
the narrator’s transformation to independence. In a key line, the narrator responds, “that drip-
drop upon the water you hear is all the history you’ve made, all you’re going to make” (570). The narrator 
suggests that the “drip-drop of water,” like blacks whose “whole unrecorded history is 
spoken” daily, is insignificant because it cannot be reheard or seen once absorbed into a 
larger pool of water. To matter, movements have to be recorded and documented; they have 
to become information included in a larger narrative. An artist now “free of illusions,” the 
narrator is determined to record the experiences of the group he has decided, finally, with no 
name but his own, to represent.  
Invisible but Audible 
 Jazz music shared its heyday with the popularity of the phonograph recording, which 
served to document once-ephemeral jam sessions such as those performed in spaces such as 
Minton’s. 76 The relationship between jazz and recordings is complicated, as Michael J. New 
has noted: “The invention of jazz is harnessed to new technologies that record, duplicate, 
and replay sound. Yet even as critics lamented the loss of pre-technological authenticity, they 
76 This is not to say that recordings were identical replicas of club performances, but to say that 
they are approximations. They were not identical because non-live recording sessions were (and 
still tend to be) highly artificial situations in which parts and songs are performed for the recording 
itself rather than for a live audience. 
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claimed recordings as the objective texts of jazz improvisation” (100). Despite critics’ 
arguments about the authenticity of jazz after it was preserved and commodified, the 
availability of such commercial recordings made the music accessible to a wider range of 
people than those who were able to attend live shows. Furthermore, jazz players all over the 
world were able to improve their own techniques by studying the recordings of elder 
musicians. Countries all over the western world had become “spotted with young men who 
study the discs on which the revolution hatched in Minton’s is preserved with all the 
intensity that young American painters bring to the works, say, of Kandinsky, Picasso, and 
Klee,” Ellison writes (“The Golden Age” 108). 77 Jazz recordings valorized and standardized 
the genre, and widespread distribution facilitated its status as an internationally respected art 
form.  
In “Living with Music,” Ellison describes recordings as cultural weapons to be used 
against amateurish “art.” He tells a humorous story about an upstairs neighbor—a singer—
who regularly interrupted his writing sessions with her singing, which, he writes, “whistled 
like tenpenny nails, buzzed like a saw, wheezed like the asthma of a Hercules, trumpeted like 
an enraged African elephant, and the squeaky pedal of her piano rested plumb center above 
my typing chair” (6). Ellison intended to drown out his neighbor by blasting music from his 
audio system in what he calls “a war of decibels” (12), but he wound up educating her with 
his astounding collection of recordings from artists all over the world: “she was neither 
intimidated into silence nor goaded into undisciplined screaming; she persevered, she 
77 Once again, Ellison equates the jazz tradition with the literary tradition: In “Homage to Duke 
Ellington on His Birthday,” he writes, ”Friends of mine were already collecting Ellington records, 
and the more mature jazzmen were studying, without benefit of formal institutions of learning, his 
enigmatic style. Indeed, during the thirties and forties, when most aspiring writers of fiction were 
learning from the style and example of Hemingway, many jazz composers, orchestrators, and 
arrangers were following the example of Ellington, attempting to make something new and 
uniquely their own out of the traditional elements of the blues and jazz” (81). 
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marked the phrasing of the great singers I sent her way, she improved her style” (12-3). 
Recordings became models for performance; just as Higgins and Colonel Pickering use the 
phonograph to improve Eliza Doolittle’s diction in Pygmalion, so were later musicians able to 
improve their style and technique by listening to the recordings of their elders and peers. 
Recordings were also educational tools, or “weapons,” in other ways. Most notably, 
they enabled the presence and reproduction of previously absent black voices, despite the 
predictable tensions that existed between African American recording artists and the whites 
who produced and distributed their music. 78 In a sense, each so-called “race record” could 
be regarded as a mini-history, a window into a rich musical culture previously unknown to 
wider audiences. As Alexander G. Weheliye has articulated, the narrator in Invisible Man 
“imagines history in the form of a groove inscribed on the surface of a phonograph record” 
(13). This is reflected in the slave narrative that the invisible man conceives or “hears” 
beneath the surface of a Louis Armstrong recording and in his epiphany that “the only true 
history of the times” would be “a mood blared by trumpets, trombones, saxophones, and 
drums, a song with turgid, inadequate words” (443). If, as Mark Goble contends, the 
materiality of sound recording technology was, for Ellison, a fetish (162), it is also much 
more than that: it is a way to amplify and spread African American voices with little to no 
white mediation. 79  
 If, according to Shannon and Weaver’s definition of it, noise is a surplus of 
information, then audio recordings represent noise in the communication channels of 
78 Kenney has documented the marginalization of African Americans on the production end of 
“race records” made between 1920 and 1945. As World War II ended, more African Americans 
became involved in the recording, production and distribution of records made for black 
audiences (110). Nowhere are the early tensions between black artists and white studio 
producers/labels better dramatized than in August Wilson’s 1982 play Ma Rainey’s Black  Bottom.  
79 Clearly, whites were involved in mediation in that they often ran the record labels, discovered 
talent, and produced recordings, but mediating white voices were not audibly present on the 
recordings, themselves. 
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history precisely because they multiply the number of narratives available and possibly in 
competition with each other in American culture. After watching Tod Clifton being 
mercilessly gunned down in the street by a white police officer, the invisible man reflects on 
the politics of recorded history: 
For history records the patterns of men’s lives, they say: Who slept with whom and 
with what results; who fought and who won and who lived to lie about it afterwards. 
All things, it is said, are duly recorded—all things of importance, that is. But not 
quite, for actually it is only the known, the seen, the heard and only those events that 
the recorder regards as important that are put down, those lies his keepers keep their 
power by. But the cop would be Clifton’s historian, his judge, his witness, and his 
executioner, and I was the only brother in the watching crowd. And I, the only 
witness for the defense, knew neither the extent of his guilt nor the nature of his 
crime. Where were the historians today? And how would they put it down? (439) 
This passage captures the invisible man’s powerlessness after watching his friend’s murder at 
the hands of a man meant to protect and serve, just as it calls attention to the falsity of the 
historical record when that very record is written/recorded by the oppressor about the 
oppressed. A gifted public speaker and audiophile, the narrator blurs the distinction between 
history captured on the page and history captured on audio recordings. The crowd is full of 
“soundless voices,” of transients “too silent for the most sensitive recorders of sound” (439). 
In a key epiphany, the narrator realizes his personal duty to record what has been absent 
from the record: “They were outside the groove of history, and it was my job to get them in, 
all of them. . . . Forgotten names sang through my head like forgotten scenes in dreams. I 
moved with the crowd, the sweat pouring off me, listening to the grinding roar of traffic, the 
growing sound of a record shop loudspeaker blaring a languid blues” (443). By the end of 
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Invisible Man, the narrator’s goal is to inject noise into the monocultural—that is, white—
historical record by eschewing hibernation for a life of social responsibility (581). Ellison and 
his narrator strongly associate aurality—Louis Armstrong, “grooves” of history, blues music 
drifting from the record shop, the improvising voice—with documentation. The 
phonograph recording represents for them a return to a particular time and space where one 
may “slip into the breaks and look around” (8), or to detect the possibilities of a message, as 
it were, because the multiplicity of previously unheard voices serves to increase noise—or to 
enable more than one possible message. 
 Finally, the phonograph record is an ideal metaphor for the invisible man’s goal 
because it enables audibility despite invisibility. From its inception, of course, the 
phonograph has been associated with invisibility; the disembodied voice that emanates from 
the phonograph represents an audible presence—the recorded voice—in the absence of the 
performer/speaker’s physical presence. Just as Louis Armstrong is able to make “poetry out 
of being invisible” (8), so can the narrator achieve his goals of social responsibility by 
speaking through his invisibility. The audio recording or the written word, also a recorder of 
the aural, will allow him to be, finally, “part of all the sound and anguish” (4), and to inscribe 
the experiences of the oppressed for posterity—for, perhaps, a future time of visibility. Evan 
Eisenberg has argued that the “private music” of recordings “reinforces invisibility by giving 
[the narrator] a private structure of time to set against public time” (33). This is true for the 
narrator of the Prologue, who there describes how he came to understand invisibility. Yet 
when we return to him in the Epilogue, the narrator prepares to spring to action, having 
learned the discipline of making noise through invisibility: 
“Ah,” I can hear you say, “so it was all a build-up to bore us with his buggy jiving. 
He only wanted us to listen to him rave!” But only partially true: Being invisible and 
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without substance, a disembodied voice, as it were, what else could I do? What else 
but try to tell you what was really happening when your eyes were looking through? 
(581) 
One gets the sense that the narrator’s lasting work—that of inscribing the history of those 
whose stories had gone unrecorded, will be the pinnacle of his achievements. 
 In the last sentence of the chapter before the Epilogue, the narrator asserts, “[t]he 
end was in the beginning,” a phrase that can be interpreted literally since the Prologue 
features the narrator living underground, having been through everything we’re read in the 
previous twenty-five chapters. In other words, we already know how this story ends: with 
the narrator nearing the end of his hibernation, ready to return to the work to which his life 
has led him. His final performance is the magnum opus represented or “recorded” in this 
narrative. He is, after all, the implied author. The invisible man’s enduring devotion is to 
truth, which is why hearing the lower frequencies—represented by Tod Clifton as well as the 
other men and women of Harlem—is essential for his own emergence as a man no longer 
hindered by interference from those who would use him.  
 Weheliye has argued that “Ellison’s description of the ‘groove of history’. . . locates 
black culture in the technologized sounds of the phonograph” (13). What better vehicle is 
there to communicate the richness of culture that Ellison remembers discovering as a child? 
Only a more antiquated technology: those books in barbershops, where Ellison recounts 
reading many works of classic literature. Both allow readers and listeners to “slip into the 
breaks and looks around” (8), like a Louis Armstrong tune with a subnarrative ripe for 
discovery. For Ellison, the idea is for readers and listeners to train themselves to detect and 
appreciate noise in channels of information because, in so doing, they gain access to a more 
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informed and culturally diverse way of experiencing and understanding the world beyond 
their windows. 
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Chapter 5: 
“Revolving It All”: Technological Voices in Beckett’s Late Drama 
 
"Man has, as it were, become a kind of prosthetic God. When he puts on all his auxiliary 
organs he is truly magnificent; but those organs have not grown on to him and they still give 
him much trouble at times. . . . Future ages will bring with them new and probably 
unimaginably great advances in this field of civilization and will increase man's likeness to 
God still more. But in the interests of our investigations, we will not forget that present-day 
man does not feel happy in his Godlike character." Sigmund Freud80 
 
In his 1967 essay “The Literature of Exhaustion,” John Barth praised Samuel Beckett 
for his relevance to post-WWII society and his well-informed ability to “speak eloquently 
and memorably to our human hearts and conditions” (67). In a sea of writers who, in Barth’s 
estimation, wrote as if the experimentations of high modernism had never happened, 
Beckett and Jorge Luis Borges are exceptions:  
One of the modern things about these two writers is that in an age of ultimacies and 
“final solutions”—at least felt ultimacies, in everything from weaponry to theology, 
the celebrated dehumanization of society, and the history of the novel—their work 
in separate ways reflects and deals with ultimacy, both technically and thematically, as 
for example Finnegans Wake does in its different manner. (67) 
Finnegans Wake, which represents Joyce’s attempt to write a history of the western world in 
the language of dreams, is “ultimate” in the sense that it pushes experiments with language, 
stream of consciousness techniques, and narrative conventions to such an extreme that it 
renders the work nearly incomprehensible. Barth considers it a text that “deals with 
ultimacy” because it is difficult to imagine a further degree of experimentation with form and 
content. A product of its time, Finnegans Wake—along with Beckett’s drama—exists in the 
context of what historian Eric Hobsbawm calls an “age of extremes,” the political and social 
climate brought about in part by two devastating world wars and the “continuous 
80 Freud (44-5). 
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revolutionizing force” of capitalism, which seemed to unmoor the 20th century from its past 
(16). In the literary arts, how could one represent extremes post-Joyce? For Beckett, the 
answer was to subtract rather than add content. “The more Joyce knew the more he could,” 
Beckett said in a 1956 interview with The New York Times. “He’s tending toward omniscience 
and omnipotence as an artist. I’m working with impotence, ignorance” (qtd. in Graver and 
Federman 148). Clearly, Beckett’s post-World War II plays relentlessly focus on the weak, 
the obsolete, and the feeble; stage props are basic, and dialogue is laconic. Barth surmises 
that Beckett’s most powerful final statement as an artist would be “to cease to create 
altogether”: to retreat into silence like one of his own characters would be “his crowning 
work” of ultimacy (68). Yet Beckett would continue producing work for another sixteen 
years, most of it increasingly sparse and minimalist, consistently succeeding, as Enoch Brater 
has noted regarding Footfalls, “in making absence a palpable stage presence” (60). Indeed, 
each play, dating back to Waiting for Godot in 1953, feels more “ultimate” than the last: closer 
to the end of something, whether it be life, human communication, or new experiences. 
 Of course, one must be careful not to assert any interpretation of Beckett’s work as 
authoritative; the dramatist was famous for evading questions about his work and, with few 
exceptions, deflected questions about meaning from both scholars and actors who appeared 
in his plays. 81 William Hutchings’ claim about contexts in Waiting for Godot easily applies to 
any theme in Beckett’s drama: “While it can be read within an almost limitless number of 
philosophical, religious, and even political contexts, it validates or authorizes none of them; 
the kind of traditional critical explications that long-familiar types of literature beget remain 
curiously inadequate here” (24). Yet Barth’s sense of ultimacy in Beckett seems 
81 For example, Beckett’s biographer James Knowlson writes about Beckett’s refusal to comment 
to the audience after an opera adaptation of Krapp’s Last Tape performed in Germany in 1961; 
standing up in front of the audience, Knowlson recounts, Beckett “quietly but firmly[ ] blurted out: 
‘Actually, I don’t want to say anything at all about my work’” (427).  
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representative. In viewing or reading a Beckett play, one almost always has the sense that he 
is writing about the end of one’s days; that there is nothing left for his characters to do 
except relentlessly repeat or remember what they’ve already done. 
 In this final chapter, I analyze the relationship between sound recording technology 
and humanity in two of Beckett’s mid-to-late twentieth century plays. If Joyce made the 
phonograph the butt of his jokes in Ulysses, Beckett treats its immediate successor—the tape 
machine, along with its recordings—rather more seriously and more directly. 82 In Krapp’s 
Last Tape and Rockaby, Beckett dramatizes human dependence on technologies, which he 
employs in traditionally human roles. In a sense, these Beckett plays represent the ultimacy, 
or end game, of modern experimentation with such technical devices--to go further is to 
enter the realm of science fiction and artificial intelligence. Beckett’s drama, however cold 
and distant it may seem when it incorporates technologies of voice, always centers on human 
experiences in the world.  These Beckett works represent a last frontier of modernism: 
technological devices become a significant component of human memory and 
consciousness, 83 machines take over human functions and supplant the role of human 
companionship, and sound recording devices function as time machines. Although both 
plays exhibit this influence of sound technology differently, as this chapter will show, in both 
cases technological devices allow Beckett’s characters to ceaselessly replay—or relive—the 
past in the present. 
 
 
82 I write “more directly” because Beckett, like Ellison, makes sound recording technology an 
integral element of his work. 
83 It is important to note, however, that Beckett’s characters are never cyborgs in the traditional 
sense; they have the limitations of humanity coupled with some of the worst qualities of playback 
technology (repetition, monotony, planned obsolescence). 
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Reliving Past Moments: Art, Technology and “So-Called Man” 
 In 1931, Ernst Krenek, composer of the jazz- and technology-inspired opera Jonny 
spielt auf (Jonny Strikes Up), defended the use of technological devices as props in the 
theater. 84 Krenek contends that there is nothing intrinsically poetic or artistic about 
“technical devices” in and of themselves; to aid in artistic creations they must reveal 
something about “man’s inner life” (Albright, Modernism and Music 293). Yet for Krenek, the 
use of technological novelties grew to be distracting in art, serving no real purpose: 
“Technical devices created by man have . . . become ends in themselves and reduced their 
erstwhile masters to servitude. Instead of machines serving us silently and exactly, and 
setting us free to find ourselves more quickly and easily, they get in our way and themselves 
become the monuments they have destroyed” (294). In Krenek’s view, a successful work of 
art had to illuminate mankind’s struggles and “the things that always affect him—love, faith, 
hope, passion, intellect, grace,” which Krenek summarizes as “the battle of the spirit” (295). 
Any technology included in a theater production had to be shown to serve human ends. 
 Beckett is Krenek’s ideal modern dramatist because his work incorporates 
technological devices to reveal their impact on human memory and human relationships. 
Beckett’s use of sound recording technology in his plays is also distinctly modern because it 
retains the early associations with death and preservation of the human voice that I have 
written about in my chapter on Joyce: the unsettling quality of these plays is in part due to 
the way the disembodied voice on stage suggests a ghostly presence in the absence of a 
visible body. Sound recording technology became a tool for Beckett to represent—at least in 
84 As Daniel Albright explains, Krenek was reacting to the anti-Expressionism movement “The 
New Objectivity,” which was “an artistic movement that understood the artwork not as an 
expression, not as an attempt to capture some fleeting mental state, but as a self-standing 
uncontingent object, equal in dignity to other phenomena in the world” (Modernism and Music 
277). Krenek criticized the New Objectivists—or Neue Sachlichkeit—for “putting the prop in the 
center of the picture” as though of equal importance to the human contingent in a production. 
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faint echoes—voices from the past as well as voices from those who were, perhaps, never 
born at all, 85 like a radio station picking up transmissions from an unknown world. For 
Beckett, one way of representing the “never born” was to suggest them through barely 
visible stage representations or disembodied voices. 
 The work of media theorists Marshall McLuhan and Friedrich Kittler, despite their 
different ideas about the ways technology affects human life, may be fruitfully brought to 
bear on these late Beckett plays. McLuhan’s famous paradox in Understanding Media, first 
published in 1964, is that “the medium is the message” (7). McLuhan encourages students of 
culture and technology to examine not the usefulness of a new technology but its potential 
effects. As Mark Federman explains, “A McLuhan message always tells us to . . . seek the 
non-obvious changes or effects that are enabled, enhanced, accelerated or extended by the 
new thing” (par. 6). 86 McLuhan defines a medium as “any extension of ourselves” and 
contends that each new medium—or technological device—is more than just its content but 
is also its “character,” or the changes it creates. He points out that we rarely realize the social 
and cultural impacts of the new medium: “Indeed, it is only too typical that the ‘content’ of 
any medium blinds us to the character of the medium” (9). 87 The content of an audio 
recording is an utterance—human-made or otherwise—but the character of a recording is its 
85 Knowlson notes that “[May] in Footfalls was specifically linked by Beckett with a young female 
patient of Jung, of whom Beckett heard him speak in 1935. The patient had 'never really been 
born,' Beckett explained to Charlotte Joeres, who played Mother in the 1976 Schiller-Theater 
production. May in Footfalls is Beckett's own poignant recreation of the girl who had never really 
been born, isolated and permanently absent, distant, and totally encapsulated within herself" 
(544). 
86 McLuhan offers his own example: “The railway did not introduce movement or transportation or 
wheel or road into human society, but it accelerated and enlarged the scale of previous human 
functions, creating totally new kinds of cities and new kinds of work and leisure” (8). In other 
words, the railway didn’t create travel but rather quickened it, and the result of that quickening is 
the “message”: the technology created new environments and changed the way people spent 
their time. 
87 One obvious example is the invention of steam-powered machines that led to the Industrial 
Revolution in Great Britain and beyond: as more and more workers began to move from their 
rural homes to villages, villages eventually grew into cities. While not the sole cause of the 
revolution, steam machines were certainly a major contributor. 
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impact on human relations and historical changes. Beckett’s drama, particularly that which 
foregrounds audio recordings, often represents the character of the medium itself. More 
than a mere stage prop, the media is part of the narrative; it both helps to narrate the actions 
onstage and is itself part of those actions. 
 Friedrich Kittler’s Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, first published in 1986, presents a 
more critical view of technology. Rather than extending human capabilities, Kittler contends, 
the character of technology is to replace those capabilities, to become autonomous. Like 
Krenek, Kittler saw the negative impact of technical inventions such as the gramophone and 
the camera, which he argued replaced human memory functions. “Once storage media can 
accommodate optical and acoustic data,” he writes, “human memory capacity is bound to 
dwindle” (10). 88 In other words, the mind that once groped for human memories has been 
weakened by media representations that were intended to supplement or extend it: when we 
try to recall visual memories we see photographs instead, or when we want to remember the 
way a piano sounds, we hear a recording of a piano. In Kittler’s view, human dependence on 
sound and image recording led to the retreat of human “essence” into machines, creating a 
hybrid he refers to as “so-called Man” (16).  
A middle ground between these two theorists is, I contend, the most apt in regards 
to Beckett’s work. Jonathan Sterne, among others, has noted that technologies are often 
invented to aid compromised human functions, 89 or to extend capabilities, as McLuhan 
88 A few pages later, Kittler continues, “[Man’s] essence escapes into apparatuses. Machines take 
over functions of the central nervous system, and no longer, as in times past, merely those of 
muscles. And with this differentiation—and not with steam engines and railroads—a clear division 
occurs between matter and information, the real and the symbolic” (16).  
89 Eyeglasses are an obvious example. More to the point of this chapter, as Sterne explains, 
“Sound reproduction... arose, in part, from an attempt among hearing people to 'solve' or at least 
contain the cultural problem of deafness by training the deaf to pass as hearing people through 
their speech. The ear phonautograph was more than a supplement to their hearing; it was a 
delegate to hear for them” (40). In her study of Beckett, Ulrika Maude, too, discusses the function 
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might put it (7). Clearly, technologies exist to help us see better, travel faster, complete our 
work more quickly, and preserve our experiences materially. Yet perhaps an unintended 
consequence of these technologies is that we come to depend on them to the impairment of 
our existing capabilities, and they become part of our perceptual apparatus and an activity in 
themselves, as opposed to a means of completing a task. A conceivable eventuality of 
technological devices is to become embedded in human perceptions and identity—to 
become post-technological. 90 Rather than exalting technical objects in his art as Krenek 
found distasteful so long ago, Beckett incorporates them in the fabric of his drama, 
illustrating their character, or the ways in which they have become ingrained in human 
experiences of the world. As such, Krapp in Krapp’s Last Tape and W in Rockaby represent 
precursors of post-technological humanity.  
Tape Recorder Technology in Krapp’s Last Tape : Repetition, Ritual, and Solitude 
 In Krapp’s Last Tape, one of Beckett’s most moving plays, the audience observes a 
lonely man whose best days are behind him. The playwright once described Krapp to Jacoba 
van Velde as “‘nicely sad and sentimental; . . . like the little heart of an artichoke served 
before the tripes with excrement of Hamm and Clov” (qtd. in Knowlson 399). 91 The first 
run of the play was a success; a review in The Times praised Beckett’s “ingenious use of the 
tape recording machine” and called actor Patrick Magee’s performance “a brilliant tour de 
force, as strong in imagination as in execution” (3). 
of “prosthetic devices” to act “either as instances of organ- or sensory extension, or as forms of 
organ replacement, to make up for an individual deficiency or lack” (8). 
90 Don DeLillo’s 1984 novel White Noise presents striking examples of post-technological 
humanity after technologies have been absorbed into daily life, where they escape the attention 
of characters yet become part of the perceptual apparatus. One example is the character Steffie, 
who utters the brand name “Toyota Celica” in her sleep. “Supranational names, computer-
generated, more or less universally pronounceable,” the girl’s father muses. “Part of every child’s 
brain noise, the substatic regions too deep to probe” (155). 
91 The play was first performed as a curtain raiser for Endgame at the Royal Court Theatre in 
London in 1958.  
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As with most Beckett plays, the setting and the plot are rather minimalist: The time 
is, simply, “[a] late evening in the future”; the setting is the “den” of Krapp’s home, and the 
props are a few bananas and a table, on which sit a tape recorder and “boxes containing reels 
of recorded tapes” (Beckett 49). Most of the stage is covered in darkness except for the 
table, above which is a single light. The action of the play occurs on the occasion of Krapp’s 
69th birthday. We learn that Krapp has a long-established birthday tradition of making an 
audio recording to take stock of his year; he even keeps a ledger to take note of what is 
recorded on each tape. On this birthday, Krapp sits alone and spends most of his time 
listening to a recording from his 39th birthday. When trying to make a new recording, he 
quickly grows frustrated, jerks the fresh tape from the machine, and throws it in the garbage. 
This solitary activity ends with Krapp’s 39th birthday tape playing out into silence.  
Krapp is experimental in its foregrounding of the tape machine, which Beckett equips 
with almost human elements. Tape is a character with as many speaking parts as Krapp, and 
within the short time of the play we see that Tape has become a sort of companion for him 
as well as a device that assists in his rumination rituals. The character of the tape machine is 
to underscore human loneliness and dependence, and to encourage the physical stockpiling 
of memories. The play also illustrates the demands of the machine, including listening time, 
undivided attention, and silence.  
The title of the play, along with the man’s age, suggests that Krapp will have no 
more birthdays. 92 The melancholy tinge of the play is also due to Krapp’s apparent solitude; 
except for the pool of light illuminating the table at which he sits, the room sits in darkness, 
and the silence noted by Tape could also apply to the present: “Past midnight. Never knew 
such silence. The earth might be uninhabited” (55). Yet Krapp is not exactly alone. Tape 
92 Nonetheless, it seems important to note the title’s ambiguity, which could also suggest that the 
tape he makes in the play is his most recent tape. 
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suggests an eerie presence despite the absence of a second corporeal presence. A letter to 
Alan Schneider reveals that Beckett sought to cultivate this technical presence after 
observing the impact of a glowing red light on the tape machine during the first production 
of the play (Harmon 51). Schneider assured Beckett that he took care to retain the glowing 
light—or the “eye”--in his American production of the play: “"We used one standard RCS 
tape recorder, with an EYE which we added since it didn't have one of its own” (63). 93 The 
“eye” seems to give the tape machine an unsettling human-like quality not unlike the 
penetrating red eye of the presumably infallible computer HAL 9000 in Stanley Kubrick’s 
2001: A Space Odyssey. It hints at intelligence and vision--and perhaps the unsettling notion 
that the machine the audience observes is observing them, as well.  
It is notable that Tape functions as a sort of companion for Krapp in the play. 
Daniel Albright has suggested that Tape and Krapp have an equal status in the play; he 
observes how the tape machine is feminized, almost as if the older Krapp imagines he is 
touching the girl in the punt when he caresses the machine (Beckett and Aesthetics 87-9). 
Beckett, who may not have considered this when he wrote the play, certainly noticed the way 
the relationship between the man and his machine developed onstage. He confessed to 
Schneider that  
[t]he most interesting discovery [about the first production of the play at the Royal 
Court] was the kind of personal relationship that developed between Krapp and the 
machine. This arose quite naturally and was extraordinarily effective and of great 
help in the early stages whenever the immobility of the listening attitude tended to be 
tedious. . . . At the very end, when ‘I lay down across her etc.’ comes for the third 
93 The association between sound recording machine parts and the human body is not new; as 
Jonathan Sterne has explained, the science behind sound recording technology mimicked and, in 
its early stages, incorporated the human ear (The Audible Past 31, 83). 
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time, the head goes down on the table and remains down until ‘Here I end etc.’, on 
which it comes up and the eyes staring front till the end. At this point too he has his 
arm round the machine. (50) 
Ostensibly, the machine functions as an aural diary in which Krapp has recorded his 
thoughts and experiences for at least 30 years. Yet in the context of the play, the machine 
also appears as a surrogate lover: having communicated intimate details to the machine for 
so long, he has come to depend on it as a companion—certainly, listening to the younger 
Krapp on tape is a dependable way to fill the silence of the evening.  
 Indeed, one detail the play communicates in its brevity is the constancy of the tape 
machine in Krapp’s life, in contrast to the fleeting nature of his lovers. Because he controls 
the machine by feeding it words that he will later play back for himself, he ensures the future 
Krapp a companion that will tell him what he wants to hear, attempting to secure for himself 
future gratification in the process. And Krapp finds unfailing pleasure in the sound of words, 
which makes him happy where he finds recorded memories of past lovers “gruesome” (52). 
For instance, Krapp makes note of a new favorite word on his fresh birthday tape, 
contrasting it with the inaction of his past year: “Nothing to say, not a squeak. What’s a year 
now? The sour cud and the iron stool. [Pause.] Revelled in the word spool. [With relish.] 
Spooool! Happiest moment of the past half million” (56). Krapp discovers and records the 
word spool within the time of the play, so the audience observes both the initial pleasure he 
takes in discovering the word and his delight in recording it for a future listening session. 
The next best thing to a human partner, the machine faithfully repeats many elegant turns of 
phrase--among more mundane observations--for Krapp the attentive audience.94 
94 In the stage direction, Beckett specifies that when Krapp is preparing to listen to a recording, he 
“assumes listening posture, i.e. leaning forward, elbows on table, hand cupping ear toward 
machine, face front.]”  
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 Krapp’s clear companionship with the tape machine serves to highlight his solitude 
and loneliness, for the audience is all too aware that his interaction with the machine is no 
substitute for a human relationship. Beckett once remarked that “Krapp has nothing to talk 
to but his dying self and nothing to talk to him but his dead one” (Harmon 59). Beckett 
highlights this point in Tape’s monologue about the new light that hangs over the table: 
“The new light above my table is a great improvement. With all this darkness round me I 
feel less alone. [Pause.] In a way. [Pause.] I love to get up and move about in it, then back here 
to [hesitates] . . . me. [Pause.] Krapp” (51). Which Krapp does Tape refer to here: the “me” in 
the tape machine or the “me” who often sits in front of the machine listening to old 
recordings? The passage is ambiguous, but either interpretation serves to highlight the man’s 
loneliness. The former is no “me” at all, merely a mechanically reproduced document from a 
different time, and the latter is a solitary old man who has grown accustomed to spending a 
great deal of his time creating and reviewing such documents. 
 The acts of recording and listening, which Krapp once conceived as an extension of 
his fallible memory—or a safekeeping document “against the day when my work will be 
done and perhaps no place left in my memory” (54)—have replaced the activities he once 
wished to document. His truncated attempt to record new memories reveals that he has very 
little left to say, and it is clear that he spends quite a bit of his present time thinking about 
the past as represented by his tapes. In the passage below, for instance, Krapp trails off in 
the middle of his new recording, realizing that he would rather listen to Tape, or his “dead” 
self, than record something new: 
Went to sleep and fell off the pew. [Pause.] Sometimes wondered in the night if a last 
effort mightn’t—[Pause.] Ah finish your booze now and get to your bed. Go on with 
this drivel in the morning. Or leave it at that. [Pause.] Leave it at that. [Pause.] Lie 
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propped up in the dark—and wander. Be again in the dingle on a Christmas Eve, 
gathering holly, the red-berried. [Pause.] Be again on Croghan on a Sunday morning, 
in the haze, with the bitch, stop and listen to the bells. [Pause.] And so on. [Pause.] Be 
again, be again. [Pause.] All that old misery. [Pause.] Once wasn’t enough for you. 
[Pause.] Lie down across her. (57) 
Krapp’s monologue veers into stream-of-consciousness as he finds himself distracted by the 
tape he was listening to prior to starting this recording. Having little else to say, he stops 
recording memories and begins to speak commands to himself in the present. This becomes 
evident when his verb tense changes from past to present: “Sometimes wondered in the 
night if a last effort mightn’t--[Pause.] Ah finish your booze now and get to your bed” (57). 
This recording is distinctly not meant as memory storage; it is indirectly an expression of his 
purpose in listening, for listening to his tapes is a way to re-experience moments from his 
past, or to “Be again, be again” (57). This is also indicated by Krapp’s phrase “Lie down 
across her,” a directive to himself that recalls Tape’s earlier description, “I lay down across 
her with my face in her breasts and my hand on her” (55). Put simply, when Krapp says “All 
that old misery…. Once wasn’t enough for you…. Lie down across her” (57), he is telling 
himself to listen to the “girl in the punt” tape again so that he can “be again” with the girl in 
the boat.   
  Ruminating on the past as a way of passing present time is, of course, a common 
Beckettian theme. Sound recording technology emphasizes this theme by literally enabling 
listeners to replay past time (the recording itself, which was created within a particular time 
and space) in the present. As a central feature of Krapp’s Last Tape, the tape recorder 
essentially allows Krapp to become a sort of auto-voyeur: he spends his present time prying 
130 
 
                                                                                                                                                  
into the secret and intimate details of his own youth. This act—Krapp’s ritual of listening--
demands time and solitude, and it reduces Krapp to a silent, passive listener.  
 Before the current era of ephemeral digital media and the advent of cloud storage, 
one often collected, or, to borrow a term from Jacques Attali, “stockpile[d],” recordings 
(101). Attali refers to the audio recording as “a very unique commodity.” In order “to take 
on meaning,” he writes, “it requires an incompressible lapse of time, that of its own 
duration” (101). 95 Krapp’s own stockpile of tape reels is considerable, as evidenced by his 
need for a ledger to help him locate the tape reel he wishes to hear: “Ah! [He bends over ledger, 
turns the pages, finds the entry he wants, reads.] Box . . . thrree . . . spool five” (50). From this 
passage we know that by his 39th birthday, Krapp had collected at least three boxes of tape 
reels. Thirty years later, he still engages in the same birthday ritual, and this fact suggests that 
by now, Krapp has amassed several additional boxes of tapes. There are in fact so many 
tapes that Krapp finds many of his memories unmemorable. He reads the ledger out loud, 
and the stage direction suggests that he spends a few brief moments unsuccessfully groping 
in his mind for each memory: 
Mother at rest at last. . . . Hm. . . . The black ball. . . . [He raises his head, stares blankly 
front. Puzzled.] Black ball? . . . [He peers again at ledger, reads.] Slight improvement in 
bowel condition. . . . Hm. . . . Memorable. . . what? [He peers closer.] Equinox, 
memorable equinox. [He raises his head, stares blankly front. Puzzled.] Memorable 
95 In this passage from his book Noise, Attali writes specifically about the recording—or the 
repetition—of music and of musical recordings as commodities that people must spend their time 
working to afford: “People must devote their time to producing the means to buy recordings of 
other people's time, losing in the process not only the use of their own time, but also the time 
required to use other people's time” (101). The market imperative is absent from Krapp’s Last 
Tape, given that Krapp produces personal tapes for his own listening activity, but the notion of 
time spent recording and listening back is relevant. 
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equinox? . . . [Pause. He shrugs his shoulders, peers again at ledger, reads.] Farewell to—[he 
turns page]—love. (51) 
This passage, in which Beckett tenderly pokes fun at his clownish protagonist, clearly 
underscores the irony in the fact that 69-year-old Krapp does not remember events he once 
thought “memorable.” Yet taken with the presence of the tape reel ledger and the several 
boxes of recorded tapes, his forgetfulness illustrated in this passage also suggests that Krapp 
has stockpiled so many tapes that he is likely unable to listen to them often enough to 
remember their contents. In order to function properly—that is, to generate memories—the 
tape machine requires both the initial act of recording and subsequent repetitive acts of 
listening. Krapp’s impatience in winding the tape forward and backward to locate the 
memory he wants to revist highlights the “incompressible” amount of time required of him 
(Attali 126). If Krapp, like many of Beckett’s other characters, “must go on” (Seaver 331) 
despite a lack of desire to do so, stockpiling and listening to recordings from the past is an 
activity that allows him to spend his time living in the past. 
 Krapp’s interaction with the tape machine also constitutes a yearly solitary ritual. The 
privacy of the setting is indicated by several details: the time at which the action occurs, 
which is late in the evening; the presence of Krapp’s favorite vices—including bananas, 
booze, and tapes containing details about Krapp’s sexual activities; and finally, the utter quiet 
of the evening. Krapp clearly relishes the solitary acts of indulging in foods he shouldn’t eat, 
drinking too much, and recording and replaying memories inappropriate for the ears of 
another person.  
That these acts are part of a yearly custom is a detail Beckett makes clear in Krapp’s 
and Tape’s monologues. He begins each birthday recording session by listening to an old 
tape. “Just been listening to an old year, passages at random,” Tape says. “These old P.M.s 
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are gruesome, but I often find them. . . a help before embarking on a new . . . retrospect. 
Hard to believe I was ever that young whelp. The voice! Jesus! And the aspirations!” (52). 
The stage direction tells us that Tape laughs and that Krapp joins in, as though part of a 
conversation. Krapp’s words as he records a new tape are similar: “Just been listening to that 
stupid bastard I took myself for thirty years ago, hard to believe I was ever as bad as that. 
Thank God that’s all done with anyway” (56). The tape machine’s exact repetition of 
Krapp’s earlier words perfect his solitary habit. As Evan Eisenberg has noted, “[r]epetition is 
essential to ritual, and exact repetition is what it has always striven to attain” (51). Eisenberg 
points out that recordings facilitate ritual because they are exact, “timeless,” infallible 
documents (50-1). Of course, the tape machine not only aids Krapp’s ritual but essentially 
makes it possible: it mimics human memory storage and captures essence well enough that 
its playback elicits cathartic emotional responses from Krapp. Unlike a human speaker, the 
tape machine will not err. An unsettling aspect of the play is in fact the machine’s 
timelessness—or rather, its agelessness—in light of a man who is its opposite. 96  
Of note here, finally, is the silencing function of the tape machine. The act of 
listening to stockpiled time represented by Krapp’s recordings silences anything he might 
have to say in the present. Thus we see a discernible power dynamic between the bleary, frail 
Krapp and the ageless, confident voice emanating from the recorder. Albright has argued 
that the machine is “the true hero of the drama,” given that “[t]he taped Krapps persist; the 
actor on stage abdicates” (Beckett and Aesthetics 93). Indeed, Beckett ends the play with 
Tape’s—not Krapp’s—last words, as the man himself sits unmoving: 
96 Sarah Keller, among others, has pointed out that “Beckett attaches enormous importance to 
the tension existing between the nature of recording and the nature of that which is immanently 
passing" (232). 
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Here I end this reel. Box—[pause]—three, spool---[pause]—five. [Pause.] Perhaps my 
best years are gone. When there was a chance of happiness. But I wouldn’t want 
them back. Not with the fire in me now. No, I wouldn’t want them back. 
[Krapp motionless staring before him. The tape runs on in silence.]                                                      
Curtain 
Having nothing new to add to this thirty-year-old revelation, Krapp lets the final words of 
the tape stand in for his own. The indication is that the “fire” this younger Krapp expresses 
on tape has long since left him, and what remains of his artistic essence is merely a magnetic 
trace. For Krapp, every event with meaning has come to pass; the present has become an 
enactment of ritual in which the past is made to “be again” (57). At the end of his life, he has 
become a passive listener to his own memories. This, the play indicates, is the character of 
sound recording media. The tapes from Krapp’s past have become essential components of 
his present: he relies on them for both companionship and memory recall, and he passes his 
limited time by replaying selections from his stockpile. In this sense, Krapp’s future is also 
his past. 
 Yet despite this sad ending, perhaps what makes Krapp’s Last Tape “like the little heart 
of an artichoke served before the tripes,” to quote Beckett (Knowlson 399), is the play’s 
suggestion that the tapes—rather than the “[s]eventeen copies sold” opus that Krapp 
references (56)—constitute his art, his true life’s work into which his essence has escaped. 
Even onstage, Krapp functions as both a scripted drama and an enactment of spontaneous 
composition—or simulated improvisation—in which Krapp manipulates the machine to 
present his recorded memories to an attentive audience (unbeknownst to him, of course). As 
such, the play functions as a sort of technological sound art exhibit—both a staged dramatic 
work and a seemingly spontaneous but rigorously labored over musical performance. This is 
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an imaginable ultimacy of sound recording technology: to lead to a shared essence between 
man and machine, one endlessly dependent upon the other for life, memory, and meaning. 
“Time She Stopped”: Agency and Autonomy in Rockaby  
Rockaby, which Beckett wrote in 1980, is his only other play besides Krapp’s Last Tape 
that foregrounds an audio recording. Written by request to commemorate his 75th birthday, 
Rockaby debuted in the U.S. in 1981 at the Beckett Festival hosted by SUNY-Buffalo. One 
New York Times critic called the brief play “a major dramatic event, evocatively 
encapsulating—in words and in visual metaphor—the perdurability of the human spirit, 
man’s clinging to his mind as life preserver” (par. 2). Alan Schneider, who directed the play 
with Billie Whitelaw playing the roles of W and her recorded voice, V, wrote to Beckett 
about the play’s success: “Presumably by this time you are aware that the ROCKABY 
evening is the most sought-after theatre event of the season. All hell is breaking loose. We 
are selling out at the Samuel Beckett Theatre (!), turning away hundreds on weekends" (471).  
Rockaby features a striking image of a “[p]rematurely old” (271) woman sitting in a 
rocking chair. She wears an elaborate black, sequined evening gown and an equally ornate 
headpiece set on her head in a disordered fashion. The stage lighting is very limited and is 
meant to capture only the woman’s rocking movement or her face when still. Like Krapp’s 
Last Tape, Rockaby features one visible character interacting with recordings of her own voice. 
W utters the word “More” four times, and each utterance appears to set both the rocker and 
the recorded voice in motion. V’s poetic narration, which varies slightly with each repetition, 
refers to the rocking woman the audience sees before them: 
till in the end 
the day came 
in the end came 
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close of a long day 
when she said  
to herself 
whom else 
time she stopped 
time she stopped 
going to and fro 
As indicated by the play’s title, V’s narration has a sort of palliative function for W, who cries 
out “More” a little more softly each time the recording and the rocking stop. After V’s 
fourth repetition, W does not call out again, and her eyes remain closed. The rocking stops, 
and the lights slowly fade. In Schneider’s production of the play, W’s head slowly falls to the 
side in the end, suggesting her death. 97  
 Even more than Krapp’s Last Tape, Rockaby illustrates a tremendous reliance on a 
sound recording device to perform ordinarily human functions. V—simultaneously 
mechanized, humanlike, and spectral—performs the roles of caretaker, companion, and 
narrator for W. V’s rhythmic monologue also reveals that she has a life of her own: a close 
reading of the play implies an unsettling autonomy and indicates that V not only narrates but 
also dictates W’s actions. In Beckett’s ghostly representation of a woman rocking away the 
last moments of her life, a sound recording becomes a simulacrum for what would be 
“another living soul” (277), the next best thing to the sort of companion she hopelessly 
seeks from her rocking chair. V is paradoxically a recording and an autonomous presence in 
97 Beckett is ambiguous regarding W’s death, but a close reading of the play, in conjunction with 
W’s age and funereal clothing, indicates that she has died. In a review, New York  Times critic 
Frank Rich declares, “It's possible that you haven't really lived until you've watched Billie 
Whitelaw die. . . . Somehow Miss Whitelaw has banished life from her expression: what remains 
is a death mask, so devoid of blood it could be a faded, crumbling photograph” (par. 1-2). 
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Rockaby, a narrator and a decision maker. Her monologue and her rocking pacify W and, in 
the end, rock her off to her deepest sleep. Despite the play’s late conception and minimalist 
setting, Rockaby is strikingly modern in its association of sound recording with a ghostly 
presence--for V is, in a sense, her master’s voice. 98 
 W’s frail presence onstage renders her rather helpless and childlike, dependent on V 
for pacification and comfort. First, the title of the play evokes the similarly ominous 
traditional children’s song “Rockaby Baby,” and the style of Beckett’s restrained lines mimics 
a soothing lullaby. Other early indications of her childlike nature are in Beckett’s preliminary 
descriptions of her: “Prematurely old” with “[u]nkempt grey hair” and “[h]uge eyes” (271). 
Her sequined clothing and “[i]ncongruous flimsy head-dress set askew” suggest the 
innocence of a child dressed in her mother’s fancy clothing. The rocking chair functions as a 
grown woman’s cradle, its arms “[r]ounded inward” and “curving. . . to suggest embrace.” 
Even the rocking movement of the chair is cradle-like, “[c]ontrolled mechanically without 
assistance from W” (272). As James Knowlson has noted, “The woman in Rockaby is rocked 
from cradle to grave as the poem moves through overlapping cycles of need and 
disillusionment” (583).99 W has come full-circle late in life, enfeebled to the point of 
dependence. 
 V’s poetry and cadence are sustenance to W: each repetition and accompanying rock 
briefly soothes the old woman, whom Beckett indicates has yielded control to V. Unseen 
and unembodied, V comforts with rhythmic words and rock of cradle. In Schneider’s 
inaugural production of the play, Billie Whitelaw’s W listens to each cadence with eyes 
contentedly shut. As V trails off, Whitelaw’s eyes fly open in a panic just before she pleads, 
98 Beckett specifies that W is “Woman in chair” and V is “Her recorded voice” (272). 
99 Jane Alison Hale notes that the play “bring[s] together in one song the images of birth and 
death which are so often juxtaposed in Beckett” (133). 
137 
 
                                                 
                                                                                                                                                  
“More.” Whitelaw’s performance underscores W’s neediness, even from V’s coldest of 
comforts (Rockaby: The Documentary). Like Krapp, W is most content listening to an endless 
narrative about her own loneliness and her attempts to curb it by gazing out her window in 
search of “another like herself / a little like / another living soul / one other living soul” 
(275). V’s invisible presence helps W go on. In Beckett’s minimalist representation of a 
woman close to death, the character of the medium of sound recording technology is to aid 
the woman’s inaction, if not to reduce her to childlike helplessness.  
 A disturbing dimension of Rockaby is the autonomy with which V acts, though we 
know V is a recorded voice. Sometimes it is difficult to tell whether a disembodied voice in a 
Beckett play speaks from a machine or from the wings of a theater. In Footfalls, for example, 
directors have sometimes employed a recording to play the voice of May’s mother and 
sometimes haven’t. But in Rockaby, V’s voice is unmistakably recorded. The echoed phrases 
at the end of every cadence call attention to the recording, which could not be mistaken for 
anything except a representation of a voice. As V repeats the phrase “time she stopped,” Beckett’s 
stage direction calls for the end of all movement: “[Together: echo of ‘time she stopped,’ coming to 
rest of rock, faint fade of light. Long pause]” (277).  When V’s narration trails off in an echo, the 
mechanically operated rocker also comes to a stop. This emphasizes the ghostly presence of 
V—heard and not seen—yet it also suggests V controls the movement of the rocker. 
 An even more striking example of V’s agency may be seen in her monologue, which 
is both repetitive and improvisational. Within the monologue, we may detect several 
subsections, each of which begins with “till in the end” (272), “so in the end” (274), or “in 
the end” (275). Each subsection sounds like a poetic stanza, combining repetitive phrases 
with new ones. A detail that makes V seem more like a voice narrated in real time is that, like 
May in Footfalls, she clearly improvises each stanza. This improvisation is indicated toward 
138 
 
                                                                                                                                                  
the end of the play when V begins to correct herself as she goes. The first example is seen in 
V’s narration of W’s mother, whose life seems to have ended in a manner similar to W’s: 
 till her end came 
 in the end came 
 off her head they said 
 gone off her head 
 but harmless 
 no harm in her 
 dead one day 
 no 
 night 
 dead one night 
 in the rocker 
 in her best black. (278) 
V’s self-correction—indicated by her utterance of the word “no” and subsequent revision of 
her phrase “dead one day”—gives the audience the sense that she delivers a live rather than 
canned monologue, despite our awareness of the recording. It suggests a sort of intelligence 
of the tape machine: V evidently hears W plea for “more” and seems to have a memory 
bank of her own. Like a person, the recording grapples with memories and is careful to 
select the correct word, “night,” for her narrative.  
 Another of V’s self-corrections indicates both her own vision and her ability to 
predict W’s death based on the woman’s eyes. V narrates that the woman 
 went down 
in the end went down 
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down the steep stair 
let down the blind and down 
right down 
into the old rocker 
those arms at last 
and rocked 
rocked 
with closed eyes 
closing eyes. (278-9) 
Once again, V corrects her initial phrase—“with closed eyes”—to “closing eyes,” 
foreshadowing their impending permanent closure. V is eerily person-like, with every 
indication of an embodied presence except for presence itself. 
 A further reading of V’s autonomy suggests that she may not only be narrating the 
end of W’s life, but also deciding to terminate it. At first, W seems capable of playing V with 
her command “More,” much as Krapp pushed buttons to operate the tape machine in front 
of him. Yet the line “time she stopped” (272), which V repeats each time as W says once in 
unison with her, is ambiguous. Initially, I interpret “time she stopped” to mean that the 
woman has figuratively stopped time in her rocking chair, “going to and fro / all eyes / all 
sides / high and low / for another / another like herself,” or waiting for the companionship 
of another human being, “another creature like herself” (272-3). Yet, as the recorded voice 
repeats W’s lullaby, its repetition of “time she stopped” takes on a more ominous cast as a 
directive; one reading is that W stops time whiling away the hours in her rocker, but another 
reading is that it’s time for her to stop, and V’s last lines support the latter interpretation. V’s 
agency in the matter is once again indicated with a self-corrective phrase:  
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 so in the end 
 close of a long day 
 went down 
 let down the blind and down 
 right down  
 into the old rocker 
 and rocked 
 rocked 
 saying to herself 
 no 
 done with that. (279) 
As before, V interjects her own narrative with another “no,” followed by the new phrase 
“done with that.” Shortly after, V says her final lines, “fuck life / stop her eyes / rock her off 
/ rock her off” (280). There will be no “More,” we see, as W’s eyes remain closed and her 
head bows slightly. As with the rest of the poem,100 Beckett leaves the actor of each phrase 
unstated. Who is “done with that”? Has W decided to stop rocking, to stop looking through 
her window, or has V decided for her? The ambiguity indicated by each lulling, chopped-off 
line is part of Beckett’s minimalism, and indeed it is part of the play’s enigmatic appeal. Yet 
given W’s helplessness and V’s sense of agency, it is conceivable that V has called for the 
ending.  
 The haunting conclusion is evocative of a sterile hospital death, in which the plug of 
a cold, distant machine is pulled at last. Rockaby represents the most a technology can do for 
100 As Enoch Brater notes, “in Rockaby Beckett has written a performance poem in the shape of a 
play” (“Light, Sound, Movement” 345). 
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humanity: to silence, to speak in the place of, and to decide when life is finished. In the space 
of merely nine pages—or fifteen minutes onstage—Beckett has created a rather complex 
relationship between his two characters. He specifies V as W’s recorded voice. What does 
that mean for a play that features both the woman onstage and her recorded voice, when the 
latter clearly doesn’t emanate from the former at present? One possibility is that Rockaby is a 
ghost story narrated from the grave, V a more ominous version of Leopold Bloom’s 
imagined “gramophone in every grave” (6. 963). A significant character of media 
recordings—and one specifically associated with the early life of sound recording 
technology—is the notion of immortality: now as then, recordings potentially outlast the 
human life span. Perhaps Beckett’s bit of dark humor in Rockaby is that even if people could 
use such technologies of voice to give themselves a sort of immortality, they would still 
spend their time repeating the past, yearning for a personal connection, and waiting for life 
to end. 
Coda 
 Although Krapp’s Last Tape is singular in its use of a tape machine as a companion for 
a character, it seems to have inspired other, similar uses of sound recordings in Beckett’s 
productions. In Breath, for instance, the only sounds heard are from recordings, and in the 
television play Ghost Trio, a male figure is shown clutching a cassette player. Rockaby has a 
sister play, in a sense, in Footfalls, which was first produced in 1976. Each of these plays 
experiments with the disembodied voice in a way that makes them relevant to my argument. 
Many of Beckett’s later plays that incorporate technology represent the agonies of human life 
through characters doomed to repeat or ruminate on the past in some way. 
 One notable exception to this last point is Breath (1969), which Beckett initially sent 
to Kenneth Tynan as a short opening piece for Oh! Calcutta! (Knowlson 501). Breath is 
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Beckett’s shortest play at approximately 40 seconds in length. The play features a set “littered 
with miscellaneous rubbish” and two recorded sounds: a baby’s birth cry and a deep 
inhalation followed by an immediate exhalation. The baby’s cry activates the inhalation of 
breath and a “slow increase of light.” A slow expiration of breath follows as the light fades 
steadily (211). A second baby cry—identical to the first—is heard before the curtain five 
seconds later. 
 Perhaps the most abstract of Beckett’s plays, Breath features no actors, and the only 
sounds heard emanate from recordings intended to represent the beginning and end of 
human life. Unlike most of Beckett’s work following Waiting for Godot, there is no reliving of 
the past or absurdly repetitive motions. Yet the play’s emphasis is on the long, protracted 
inhalation and exhalation, which presumably represent a microcosm of the agonized living 
that characters experience in Beckett’s other plays. Human life is a faint trace, Beckett 
suggests, reducible to two key moments and easily represented by a device intended to 
render human life immortal. In achieving this, Beckett suggests presence through absence; 
the effect is chilling in its indication that the recorded voice—not even a live human voice 
but rather a representation of one—is an acceptable stand-in for life. In a bleakly humorous 
sense, the brief play reenacts only the most essential moments of life: birth and death. All 
moments in between, the play suggests, consist of waiting and repetitive moments not 
worthy of preservation.  
 Footfalls, more substantial in length and content than Breath, finds its closest 
Beckettian analogue in Rockaby. Both plays feature a woman interacting with another female 
who is present only in voice. One key difference is that in Rockaby Beckett specifies that the 
disembodied voice is from a recording while V in Footfalls emanates from a live voice not 
visible onstage. When Alan Schneider directed Billie Whitelaw in the two plays as 
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companion pieces in Buffalo in 1980, he suggested to Beckett that the Footfalls production 
should, like Rockaby, feature a recorded voice for V (Harmon 389). Beckett refused on the 
grounds that using recordings in two plays on the same bill would be “tiresome,” and that 
there would be “extreme difficulty [in] coordinating [an] inflexible recording with [the] 
steps” that May takes in Footfalls (Harmon 391). Yet subsequent productions of Footfalls have 
integrated a recorded voice for V.101 The presence of a recorded voice opens up the possible 
interpretations of the play, which features May, a woman in her forties, pacing back and 
forth across a dimly lit stage. Throughout the play, May and her mother converse, each 
narrating seemingly improvised stories, the first about May and the second about a girl, Amy, 
and her mother, Mrs. Winter. 102 
 Material presence is important for May, whom we are told “must hear the feet, 
however faint they fall” (239), and who, throughout the play, implies a need to touch and 
care for an ailing mother. 103 May’s need for the material presence of V is offset by the sound 
of her own feet making audible contact with the floor. Like Krapp and W in Rockaby, May is 
locked into a Sisyphean ritual of rumination and repetition. V inquires, “Will you never have 
done? [Pause.] Will you never have done . . . revolving it all?” (238) May’s motions across the 
floor are smooth, rhythmic, and methodical, almost machinelike, though her presence grows 
increasingly spectral in the dimming light. “But let us watch her move, in silence,” V invites 
the audience, breaking the fourth wall. “Watch how feat she wheels. . . . Seven, eight, nine, 
wheel” (239). As she “wheels” and steps from the left to the right and back again, May 
101 Beckett discouraged Schneider from using a tape recorder in his production of Footfalls 
(Harmon 391), but a recent production starring Lisa Dwan incorporated a recording to feature the 
voice of May’s mother while Dwan played May in real time (Badham par. 5). 
102 The first story, narrated by V, is clearly about May and her pacing; the second, narrated by 
May, seems to be a thinly veiled story that is also about May and V.  
103 Rather mechanically, May implores, “Straighten your pillows? . . . Change your drawsheet? . . 
. Dress your sores? . . . Sponge you down? . . . Moisten your poor lips?” (238) 
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mimics the motion of a tape on a reel. 104 Steven Connor has commented on the qualities of 
tape that make it, unlike the gramophone, “an ideal, phantasmal fabric.” Tape is reusable and 
rewriteable, “an image of time susceptible of being looped as well as lopped, knotted as well 
as pooled” (90). May has a similar erasable presence as she paces back and forth; her absence 
at the end, as the lights fade up on an empty strip of floor, underscores her always ghostly 
presence. 105 May is equal parts haunted (by “it all,” which is never explicitly defined) and 
haunting, leading an audience to wonder if the faint figure onstage is meant to represent a 
ghost. 
 If May represents that which has never been born, V is more spectral, still, as 
indicated by her complete lack of a visible presence. (Productions that employ a recording to 
represent V indicate an even further removal from reality and life, an even stronger 
indication that V is a figment of May’s extremely self-centered imagination.) As the play 
begins, May calls “Mother. . . . Mother. . . . Were you asleep?” and V replies “Deep  
asleep . . . . There is no sleep so deep I would not hear you there” (237), suggesting not 
merely that V responds from another room, but that she responds from the grave.  
 Ghost Trio, a television play first recorded in 1977, bears remarkable similarities to 
Krapp’s Last Tape and Rockaby, though it is more abstract in content than either play. Like 
Krapp, it features a man whose only visible companion is a tape machine, and like Rockaby, 
the play makes use of a disembodied female voice that, while narrating each act, also seems 
to command the Male Figure (F). There is very little action in Ghost Trio, which takes its title 
104 Steven Connor points out similar motion in Krapp’s Last Tape, where, he writes, “Krapp’s 
movements also seem to relay those of the tape recorder. These involve repeated turns and 
returns, like the pacing and wheeling up and down of the woman in Footfalls” (94). 
105 According to Knowlson, Beckett made explicit the connection between his character May and 
“a young female patient of Jung, of whom Beckett heard him speak in 1935. The patient had 
‘never really been born,’ Beckett explained to Charlotte Joeres, who played Mother in the 1976 
Schiller-Theater Werkstatt production” (544). 
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and structure from Beethoven’s Fifth Piano Trio, also known as The Ghost. F sits “on a stool, 
bowed forward, face hidden, clutching with both hands a small cassette,” in a mostly bare room (247); 
over the course of three short acts he raises his head, walks to the door to listen, opens the 
window, stands before the mirror, and sits again. In the first act, the Female Voice (V) 
describes the gray, faintly lit room as the camera zooms out on the wall, the floor, the pallet, 
the window, and the door. She offers a plain, almost clinical description of each area: “Dust. 
[Pause.] Having seen that specimen of floor you have seen it all. Wall” (246). Only toward the 
end of the first act does V mention F, who remains nameless and vague: “Sole sign of life a 
seated figure” (247). Music from the melancholy Largo movement of Beethoven’s The Ghost 
plays and cuts out, though the stage direction never clarifies whether or not the music comes 
from F’s cassette. Very little is said about F, yet, in a Beckettian sense, one line tells us all we 
need to know in order to sense the pensive mood of the play: “He will now think he hears 
her” (248). In Act III, a boy in black oilskin stands before the door, shakes his head slightly, 
and turns to walk away. The play concludes after a close-up shot of F, who still clutches the 
recorder. 
 This play is a blend of the cold and clinical with Beckett’s classic theme of the 
agonies of human waiting. The coldness is indicated by the grayscale contents of the room, 
V’s impersonal and rather exacting narration, and the use of video and sound recording 
technology. F appears as a sort of specimen for study, and the camera moves in an abrupt 
fashion, as though Beckett means to highlight the artificiality of the device itself rather than a 
smooth and unobtrusive representation of his set and characters. Like the pacification of V’s 
voice in Rockaby, the cassette that F clutches seems to offer insufficient distraction from 
thoughts of the woman for whom he waits, and who, like Godot, will never come. As in 
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Krapp and Rockaby, the technology itself functions as a palliative for the lonely, however small 
and inadequate the comfort.  
 To read Beckett’s late plays means, often, to become aware of the alienating 
capabilities of media recording devices, for Beckett does not place such machines in a 
positive light. Like Joyce, Woolf, and Ellison before him, Beckett emphasizes new 
possibilities—new ways of private listening—opened up by the advent of new recording 
technologies. In his work, however, those possibilities are always bleak. Beckett’s later work 
especially illustrates Krenek’s early prediction that machines, meant to “serve us silent and 
exactly, and set[ ] us free to find ourselves more quickly and easily, . . . get in our way and 
themselves become the monuments they have destroyed” (Krenek 294). The characters in 
Krapp’s Last Tape and Rockaby need no Vladimir to accompany their Estragon because their 
machines serve a function similar to human companions. In late Beckett, machines become 
tools for his minimalist representation of alienation and loneliness, standing in for people 
and offering a precise simulation of the past moments with which his characters prefer to fill 
their time.  
Conclusion 
 In this dissertation, I have shown that sound recording technologies helped to 
transform the character of listening and multiplied for modernist authors the possibilities for 
writing about listening and portraying consciousness. Obviously, Thomas Edison’s 
prediction in 1877 that audio recordings would come to replace the written word did not 
come to pass, yet Edison’s footprint is frequently evident in modern literature. Organized 
chronologically, my chapters illustrate the changing relationship between sound recording 
technology and literature as the twentieth century progresses. Characters in Ulysses and Mrs. 
Dalloway engage in new kinds of private listening practices made possible by sound recording 
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and playback practices, and both Joyce and Woolf demonstrate an intellectual imaginative 
interest in this new technology that communities on both sides of the Atlantic found 
fascinating. As I have shown, Joyce’s work even seems, at times, to challenge directly the 
cultural assumption that recordings of the human voice preserved an essence that the written 
word could not.  
 As Ellison and Beckett were coming of age in the twentieth century, sound recording 
technologies—including the phonograph, radio, and later, the tape—had become more 
advanced and, as Mark Goble has shown, more fetishized as commodities. In Invisible Man 
and other writings, Ellison demonstrates how, in the mid-century United States, phonograph 
records can function as both social capital—he with the loudest and most smartly built 
sound system wins—and as living documentation of the lives and cultural practices of 
oppressed peoples. Such documentation, Ellison contends, serves to complicate historical 
narratives in which African American voices are distorted, muffled, or silenced. In Beckett’s 
minimalist post-World War II plays, he often retains the spooky modernist association of the 
recorded voice with human absence while simultaneously infusing sound recording devices 
with a sort of power and autonomy, suggesting the extent to which people in the late 
twentieth century rely on machines at the expense of human contact. 
 Each chapter in Resonant Texts highlights the intensification of a particular theme or 
quality assisted by a writer’s representation of the practice of close listening and/or the 
figuration of sound recording technologies. In the “Aeolus” episode of Ulysses, Joyce 
emphasizes Bloom’s curiosity—and, more significantly, Joyce’s own portrayal of the human 
mind responding to a stimulus—as he listens closely to the loud printing presses. Woolf 
enhances her portrayal of intimacy in Mrs. Dalloway by depicting her characters’ private and 
subjective responses to the noise and bustle of London. Ellison foregrounds the 
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phonograph in the Prologue to Invisible Man, where listening deeply, beneath the deceptively 
tidy surface of a Louis Armstrong recording, becomes a metaphor for detecting ideological 
noise and unsung narratives. Beckett, finally, intensifies his characters’ loneliness and, at 
times, ghostliness, with the assistance of sound recording technologies. In Krapp’s Last Tape 
and, arguably, Rockaby, the tape machine serves the playwright’s signature minimalism by 
supplanting human companions.   
 One of the aims of this study has been to amplify the part that sound recording 
technology has played in the innovative writing of experimental modern authors. The “crisis 
of representation” that is associated with modernism rarely examines the role of sound 
recording in the modernist ambition to (as Virginia Woolf puts it in “Modern Fiction”) 
“record the atoms as they fall upon the mind in the order in which they fall” (213). Yet 
sound recording devices—first the phonograph, which enabled people to listen to media the 
way (in a sense) doctors listened to patients’ bodies, and then the radio, which brought music 
and messages directly into the home—altered human relationships with sound by breaking 
boundaries (walls, spatial distances) between speaker and receiver. Perceived critically in later 
twentieth century texts as varied as Rod Serling’s The Twilight Zone, Steven Spielberg’s 
Poltergeist, Don DeLillo’s White Noise, and Jeffrey Eugenides’ The Virgin Suicides, early sound 
recording transmission was a source of wonder and fodder for imaginative exploration. 
More simply, sound recording technology was a new element that had to be addressed if 
twentieth century authors meant to represent unprecedented realities.  
 In “The Modern Auditory I,” Stephen Connor argues that “[t]he idea of the self as a 
seeing and self-seeing entity… comes under sustained assault throughout the twentieth 
century. This produces a philosophical interest in those relations between the self and its 
environments which cannot be reduced to sight” (204). Indeed, the ear becomes central to 
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sensory experience in twentieth century art, yet most literary criticism has maintained a 
preference for the eye. My study augments a burgeoning focus on the auditory in literary 
studies, highlighting that for many modernists, the new century called for art that reflected 
multisensory ways of perceiving the self among others. To analyze sound as a key 
component of literary studies is to emphasize the crucial role that the senses beyond vision 
play in the construction of literary narratives. 
 My dissertation is one of the first full-length studies to analyze the cross-cultural, 
international figuration of sound recording technology in literature. Against the prevailing 
critical judgment that modernists such as James Joyce and Virginia Woolf exhibited deep 
anxieties about such modern technologies, my dissertation demonstrates that such 
technologies constituted an indispensable element of the modernist project to represent the 
unmediated consciousness. 
 The critical framework of Resonant Texts could usefully lend itself to analysis of other 
modernist texts by authors including John Dos Passos, Zora Neale Hurston, and Graham 
Greene. Dos Passos’ sprawling U.S.A. trilogy, for example, has rarely been studied for its 
unique portrayal of sound. Of note in the trilogy is Dos Passos’s distrust of machine 
technology: persistently (and increasingly) in U.S.A., all human voices compete with an ever-
present drone of machine noise that threatens to silence them. Obviously, interest in 
technology is not incompatible with simultaneous anxiety about it. Although there are signs 
of technological progress and economic prosperity in the narratives of the more powerful 
characters, the nascent munitions, automotive, and aircraft technologies take on an ominous 
cast in the three novels. In U.S.A. the sounds of new technology are as dangerous, divisive, 
and alienating as they are innovative and exciting. The trilogy is a rich chronicle of sound 
representation in a newly wired and uncertain century—Dos Passos’s attempt to characterize 
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in experimental narrative not only “the speech of the people” (3), as he acknowledged, but 
also the noises of the machines they have created that threaten to subdue them. 
 Beyond its transformation of listening practices and thinking about aurality, the 
phonograph itself appears regularly in early twentieth century literature as an icon of 
modernity and a symbol of burgeoning mass consumption. Thomas Mann spends an entire 
chapter of The Magic Mountain featuring Hans Castorp musing about and experimenting with 
the phonograph, that “overflowing cornucopia of artistic pleasure, of delights for the soul 
from merry to somber” (627). A young Nicole Diver uses the allure of a private, romantic 
phonograph listening date to woo her future husband in Fitzgerald’s 1934 novel Tender is the 
Night. In the final tableau of As I Lay Dying, Cash Bundren marvels at his father’s new teeth 
and new wife, who carries “one of them little graphophones. It was for a fact, all shut up as 
pretty as a picture, and everytime a new record would come from the mail order and us 
setting in the house in the winter, listening to it, I would think what a shame Darl couldn’t 
be to enjoy it too” (249 – 50). Graham Greene illustrates the dark side of the preservation of 
the human voice in Brighton Rock, which ends with Rose learning “the worst horror of all” 
from a recording (247): that her recently deceased lover hated her and wished never to see 
her again. These texts, along with those explored in my study, illustrate in various ways how 
creatively modern authors represented sound and the figuration of sound recording 
technologies on the page and the stage, and how such technologies were culturally 
transformative. 
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